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ABSTRACT
BOY, WALK WITH A PURPOSE: A POSTMODERN STUDY
OF THE CONVERSATION BETWEEN THE DISCOURSES
OF SECONDARY ENGLISH EDUCATION
MAY 2003
MICHAEL P. RIENDEAU, B.A., COLLEGE OF THE HOLY CROSS
M.A., WORCESTER STATE COLLEGE
Ed.D., UNIVERSTIY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Jerri Willett
This study seeks to re-present the experiences of a group of secondary English
teachers in what I argue is a postmodern situation. I have utilized Seidman’s (1998)
model of in-depth interviewing as a primary means of data collection, supplemented
by informal interviewing, journal writing, and participant observation. In invoking a
postmodern orientation with these approaches to data collection/analysis/
interpretation/ presentation, I have attempted to resist the inclination to view the
stories of participants as representative of some essential experience that is more
“real” than each story, itself. I view these stories as the product of inquiry rather than
as simple and direct representations of participants’ experience. At the same time, in
crafting the re-presentation of those stories, I have also imagined and created another,
neither more nor less real, story of what it is to be an English teacher. This re¬
presentation takes the form of an imagined dialogue between the Discourses of
Teacher Mythology and the Social Science Profession and is crafted entirely from the
verbatim data (as I have defined it).
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The central “question” that informs this study is: what is it like to be an
English teacher? This question was used, throughout the research process, as a
guiding principle for data collection, analysis, interpretation, and presentation—
elements of the process that I have come to see as inseparable. In using
phenomenological interviewing as a model for the methodology of this study, I have
sought to re-create or re-imagine the experiences of the participants in a way that is
accessible to readers and have avoided, to the extent possible, characterizing my
“take” on this re-presentation as “the findings” of this study.
In re-presenting the participants’ stories, I offer a text that I hope can be useful
to others in seeking new problems in their familiar settings, and I include responses to
this study offered by several people working in secondary education as models for
that sort problem-posing. I also provide suggestions for further use of these research
and re-presentation methods.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
1.1 Statement of the Problem
Working as an English teacher at Bishop’s Rise School, a small boarding
school for students with learning (dis)abilities, since 1989 and as the director of
education there since 1996,1 have had considerable experience teaching literature and
composition and supervising others who do the same. One of the most difficult
aspects of this experience for me and for many others with whom I have worked is
the difficulty of defining and maintaining a clear sense of purpose in the classroom—
not as a teacher only but also specifically as an English teacher. When we talk of our
goals as teachers, my experience has been that the teachers with whom I work easily
offer generalizations like: “To prepare them [students] for college,” or “To provide a
well-rounded education.” When we work toward translating these general notions
about teaching into specific practices in the English classroom, we seem to come up
against a greater challenge. When we talk about what it is important to read or what
and how it is important to write, we not only find ourselves disagreeing but also often
feel more than a bit uncomfortable articulating the ways that we make such choices
with and for students. It is to this situation in the English classroom that I think
Robert Scholes refers when he notes that:
There are many and good reasons why we professors in the
humanities may feel bad about ourselves at the present time, but I
believe that one of these reasons—in my judgment the crucial one—is
that we have become reluctant to make claims of truth about the
matters we teach (1998, p. 39).
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What Scholes is getting at here is the vague sense of unease about the exercise of a
professionally authoritative voice within the classroom that we English teachers (at
least at my school) share almost to a person. It is not, I think, that we do not have
opinions about these matters—in fact, we have frequent and lively discussions of the
greatness of this or that novel or time wasted on teaching traditional grammar, and on
and on. It is, rather, that we have been taught that no one of those opinions is more
valid (or true) than any other—and that they probably matter (and should matter) only
to the hobbyist reader with nothing better to do on a Sunday afternoon. Those
debates, therefore, are confined typically to the faculty room or the hallway or the
parking lot—they fail to make it into the classroom. An excerpt from the journal of a
teacher with whom I completed a pilot study of his classroom experience illustrates
this unease:
3/1
Still, the class is apathetic. Yesterday and today I gave them Bambara
and Cisneros. It’s relevant—or is it? I come from poverty, a multi¬
ethnic community, the military—pretty diverse background. Bambara
-Cisneros. They write about what I know—my world. The majority
of the kids in my class are suburbanites, whose only real exposure to
racial and class differences have been through the media. So maybe it
isn’t relevant to them. So by that reasoning the dead white authors
should appeal to them right? Wrong. I guess I’m right back where I
started from. I’m bound by the “English Society” to teach the canon.
I’m bound by parents and their expectations of what their children
should be learning, I’m bound by my own expectations as to what
they should learn, and finally I’m bound by what they want to learn.
Which one do I pick? Let’s see what’s the right answer? “A little bit
of everything, keeping everyone satisfied.” Yes okay that will never
work. It’s good in theory anyway. The problem is one student will
love the work another won’t care, still another will hate it and the
other four will fall somewhere in the middle. I have to be happy—
interested. They have to be semi-happy and interested. Parents and
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school have to be satisfied that I’m doing my job. So, I walk a fine
line everyday. Sometimes I hit all of the marks, sometimes some and
others none. The “none” days are what kill me. Those are the days I
feel like this whole teaching endeavor of mine is futile. Why am I
wasting my time when I could be making about 15- 20,000 more a
year laying rug. It’s the good days that keep my spirits up. It’s like
golf, I play a few times a year. Invariably I hit one good shot a round
and I stay interested in the game. One good discussion, one “I like
this book Mr. Stone,” one extra effort—I’m still in the game. What’s
really difficult is waiting for the “good shot” while I keep triple
bogeying. Somebody this weekend remarked that kids were different
today than 30 years ago. I think they’re the same. I can relate to
them, I probably acted like them. As we get older our perspective
changes so we see kids as different—anti-adult, anti-school, anti¬
family. That’s why we like the “good kid” because he or she goes
counter to everything we believe about today’s children. Bullshit! I
like them all—most days anyway. I usually have a problem with
them when they’re acting like I don’t want them to. Logical right?
The point I’m trying to make is if I’m not satisfied then it must be
them. I need to keep trying to find “the good shot” to stay happy.
It’s not the students, the onus is mine. Pretty sappy! I wish it was
that simple. To stay focused on what I’m contributing to the class
rather than what they’re not. I’ve been conditioned to place the blame
elsewhere. It can’t be me, so it must be them. This is certainly not to
say that they don’t play a vital role in the class and that they don’t
share some of the blame if things go poorly. I don’t even know if
blame is an appropriate word—they’re accountable and so am I—
we’re supposed to be anyway. It seems like I’ve prattled on forever
about this topic—if it can be considered a focused topic I’ll be
happy—I do get frustrated—I do get dissatisfied I do wish for more
participation—I do want relevance—I do want recognition—I do
want affirmation—I do want kids to learn. I want to have “IT” spelled
out, (how do I teach?) In other words give me steps and I’ll follow
them to the letter and not have to develop, alter, think. I’m a tad
disillusioned today. The kids didn’t cooperate. I hope they don’t tell
their parents I’m a loser. I’m joking—I hope they don’t tell you—I
might lose my job.
When I suggest that we have been “taught” this point of view, I am really
suggesting that we have been bright enough to adopt this point of view from two
sources in particular: from our acquaintance with the disciplinary discourse in
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English studies over the last several decades, which I will describe later as bearing the
character of what is properly called the postmodern situation; and from our students
(especially in very recent years) who seem to have been bom with this orientation to
the world. All of this is by way of saying that whether we like it or not or know it or
not, we are teaching in a postmodern classroom space. It is beyond this assertion in
his book The Rise and Fall of English that I may refuse to follow Scholes, but his
description of the present plight of English teachers seems absolutely to mirror my
experience and the experiences that my colleagues have shared with me. My own
argument here is that what is required at this point—a point where I think we are
beginning to recognize that we are teaching in a postmodern situation—is a better
understanding of what that situation is like for English teachers. This is the central
problem and project of this research: to construct and represent an understanding of
the experience of secondary English teachers.
1.2 Theoretical Orientation
It is customary in the qualitative research tradition to offer an explanation of
the reasoning that has been used in choosing a theoretical framework for a particular
research study (see Marshall & Rossman, 1995; Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, especially
139ff). Such explanations typically refer to the nature of the problem (and later the
data) as at least instructive and often determinative of decisions about theoretical
frames. This approach is sometimes referred to as “grounded theorizing” or
“abductive reasoning” (see Coffey & Atkinson, p. 153-163, for example) and is
ubiquitous within qualitative research. This is a practice that I see as problematic for
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the present study. Stake and Kerr (1995) argue that despite our sense that we choose
among perspectives or theoretical frames in a rational, measured way, “what [we]
choose to believe in, as evidence, is more determined than volitional, more intuitive
than rational” (p. 58).

Furthermore, the “tools of inquiry” that I employ in this study,

especially Gee’s conceptualization of Discourses and Conversations among
Discourses (see below) are predicated upon the notion that individuals do not speak
and act with absolute independence but rather “that historically and socially defined
Discourses speak to each other through individuals” (1996, p. 132). Suggesting that
as the researcher I had “chosen” an orientation to theory more rationally would be to
assume a privileged position that I have elsewhere argued is unavailable.
In his review of postmodern research methodology, Scheurich (1997) argues
that “It is.. .not the purposes of research that drives these choices about which
epistemology to utilize” in designing and carrying out research, but rather it is the
case that “each epistemological enactment, like the policy enactments of the
administrator or the teacher, is a political enactment” (p. 49). The thrust of this
argument is that in situating qualitative research, the researcher cannot ethically use a
reflexive process of data analysis as the jumping off point for justifying the
theoretical orientation of a study. Put more simply, the data can neither dictate nor
justify the theoretical orientation of the study. Nevertheless, such a practice has been
widely accepted within the qualitative research tradition (see Spradley, 1980,
Marshall and Rossman, 1995; Creswell, 1994; Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). The course
of this reflexive analytical process follows, typically, like this: First, data are
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collected using generally accepted ethnographic methods such as participant
observation (Spradley, 1980; Coffey & Atkinson, 1996) and interviewing (Seidman,
1998). Next, a mountain of data is culled through a process usually called “coding”
and based on themes that are often said to “emerge” to the researcher through
immersion in the research site and repeated review of the data. Finally, analysis and
interpretation of that data proceeds, using a theoretical framework chosen by the
researcher because it seems to offer insight into the themes that emerged during the
culling phase.
This method is sometimes supported by arguments making reference to the
shifting aims of research within an interpretive or subjectivist or postmodern frame.
For example, Williams (1999) suggests that the range of methods and techniques
available within a poststructuralist frame is wide because within such a framework,
research no longer seeks “revelation of truth” but rather “relates to the resolution in
the ambiguity in the construction of meaning, to the possibilities of meaning, and to
the effects of meaning” (p. 251). The implicit argument is that as themes “emerge” in
the data (as ambiguities seem to resolve themselves), the researcher is able to choose
the most productive theoretical perspective from which to further analyze and
interpret the data. This practice appears to belie the very theoretical basis that it
claims by asserting a privileged position for the researcher from which she can
choose among theoretical frames.
Scheurich (1997) points out this difficulty, arguing that “the enactment of an
epistemology can no longer be founded on picking the best epistemology in terms of
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which one brings the researcher closer to some sort of foundational truth or in terms
of which one coheres most closely with some postfoundational standard or criterion”
(p. 49). He argues that such a reflexive method is shortsighted and unethical because
it is based on one of two untenable positions: 1) that there are apolitical
epistemologies and only those value-free epistemologies are acceptable within the
social sciences or 2) that a given study (the one under consideration) is apolitical.
This approach is ultimately an untenable one because it depends upon the notion that
the researcher occupies a special epistemological position (i.e., objectivity) when
choosing a theoretical orientation for analysis and interpretation.
In some respects, Scheurich’s critique (1997) appears to leave little room for
research within a postmodern frame, and indeed, his critique of qualitative research
methods in particular is pointed though not bleak. (I address these questions about
research techniques in Chapter 3). However, for Scheurich the issue of theoretical
frame comes down to a question not of what frame is asserted but rather of when in
the research process “allegiance” to that frame is asserted by the researcher. In the
end, Scheurich argues that this choice “is now based on which epistemology best
expresses the politics of the researcher. Truth game enactments or epistemological
enactments are ultimately political or ethical enactments” (p. 49-50). Gee (1999)
suggests a similar understanding of the research situation, though perhaps emphasizes
an openly political aspect of this situation less:
People with different theories about a domain will use different
methods for their research. The reason this is so is because research
method is made up essentially of various “tools of inquiry” and
strategies for applying them. Tools of inquiry are designed to
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describe and explain what the researcher takes to be important in the
domain....For example, if your theory is that evolution works at the
level of cells, you will use different methods of research in biology
than if you believe it works at the level of genes (5-6).
These enactments, to use Scheurich’s tenn, it seems to follow, are open to scrutiny in
terms of their potential alignment with the enactments of others but are not available
for justification or rationalization. In the end, what will matter is whether you and I
agree about enough for you to feel like I inhabit a world similar to yours.
This study asserts a research frame that is broadly postmodern in its
orientation. I have made an attempt to design inquiry, both in terms of method and
presentation, that is aligned with the assertions of postmodernism as I understand
them because I think this orientation best articulates what I believe about the world. I
have identified those assertions as 1) Skepticism toward metanarratives that seek to
identify truths across contexts and ahistorically; 2) Rejection of representational
theories of knowledge and the highlighting of discursive knowledge production that is
situated, provisional, and always multiple; 3) Rejection of the notion of a unified self
that acts freely in the world and maintains unitary identity across contexts; 4)
Attention to Otherness and difference as characteristic of human experience
(Eagleton, 1996, p. vii-viii; Lyon, 1996, p. 10; Solsken & Bloome, 1992). I explore
these assertions and their treatment in relevant literature further in Chapter 2.
1.3 General Research Questions
%

For reasons that I discuss in Chapter 3,1 have utilized Seidman’s (1998)
model of in-depth interviewing as a primary means of data collection, supplemented
t

by informal interviewing, journal writing, and participant observation. In invoking a
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postmodern orientation with these approaches to data/collection/analysis/
interpretation/presentation, I have attempted to resist the inclination to view the
stories of participants as representative of some essential experience that is more
“real” than each story itself I view these stories as the product of inquiry rather than
as simple and direct representations of participants’ experience. At the same time, in
crafting the presentation of those stories with Gee’s (1996; 1999) notion of a
Conversation among Discourses in mind, I have also imagined and created another,
neither more nor less real, story of what it is to be an English teacher.
The central “question” that informs this study is: what is it like to be an
English teacher? As Seidman (1998) suggests in his discussion of in-depth
interviewing as a research method, “the purpose.. .is not to get answers to questions,
nor to test hypotheses, and not ‘evaluate’ as the term is normally used. At the root of
in-depth interviewing is an interest in understanding the experience of other people
and the meaning they make of that experience” (p. 3).

This question was used,

throughout the research process, as a guiding principle for data collection, analysis,
interpretation, and presentation—elements of the process that I have come to see as
inseparable.
Any number of qualifiers might legitimately be attached to “English teacher”
in this question: what it is like to be an English teacher? For example, it would be
appropriate to say what I have really gotten at here is the experience(s) of “these
seven English teachers.” Further, “These seven” English teachers are English
teachers in a private, boarding school. It is a middle and secondary school for
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students with learning (dis)abilities. In Hardwick, Massachusetts.

And so on. These

considerations are important and are discussed in the section that addresses the
concept of generalizability, below.
1.4 Design of the Study
1.4.1 Postmodern Possibilities for Empirical Research
Postmodernism may have within it the possibility to turn feelings of
senselessness into wonder (see Stuart Parker, 1997; Nuyen, 1996) or to provide the
tools for social struggle (see Giroux, 1997, especially 191ff). Without these
possibilities, there could be no justification for a study of teachers’ experience of the
postmodern situation. Despite this, it is not my intention here to argue that we need
only embrace postmodernism further or more fully in order to escape the predicament
in which we English teachers currently exist.
My argument is really this: we have only a vague understanding of that
predicament at present. In fact, a review of the last three years of Research in the
Teaching of English, a leading research journal in the field, reveals only one or two
studies that address teachers’ experiences even tangentially (see Stephens, et al.,
2000, for example) and not a single study devoted specifically to the experience of
teachers as teachers. Research in the area of teacher efficacy is the most closely
related empirical study (see Scribner, 1999; Hebert, Lee, & Williamson, 1998;
Soodak & Podell, 1996). The bulk of studies in this area explore the construct of
teacher efficacy (or teachers’ own beliefs about their ability to be effective in the
classroom), survey measures for assessing teacher efficacy, and the correlation

10

between teacher efficacy and student outcomes, so while they deal to some extent
with teachers’ experience in the classroom, there is the implication that this is only
incidental to the real object of study: student achievement (see Ashton, 1984).
To complicate this further, aspects of postmodernism (its rejection of
representational epistemology, for instance) have sometimes been understood to
preclude or contradict the use of empirical methods. It is really to this tension that
McCarty (1997) refers as she compares postmodernism to Romanticism. In the end,
she implies that without a clear distinction between reality and our “take on it” (p.
377), empiricism becomes meaningless. In designing the present study, it is precisely
and especially such a distinction between reality and my and other participants’
“take” on it that I have tried to avoid in asserting a postmodern research frame.
McCarty’s objection to the several proposals that she reviews in this article (Usher &
Edwards, 1994, Slattery, 1995; and Peters, 1995) is reducible, I think, to the argument
that “the spirit of postmodernism.. .is not livable because it cannot be transmitted
from one generation to another...[because in] attempting to teach her views, the
postmodernist comes to realize that she must betray them” (McCarty, 1997, p. 391 392). In many ways, this is what Bizzell (1992) referred to as the difficulty facing
liberal educators—the seeming contradiction inherent in teaching students their
liberal values (and thereby privileging those liberal values in a way that liberalism
seeks to avoid). However, beyond this is the implicit tension between postmodernism
and empirical methods, a tension that need not lead to the sort of conclusions about
postmodernism, education, and research to which McCarty (1997) comes.
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Scheurich (1997) in his critique of research techniques, for example, suggests
that a postmodern empiricism can be re-imagined without reference to foundational
reality or a “real” world, awaiting discovery. Scheurich skillfully rehabilitates the
notion of empirical data within a postmodern framework, explaining that terminology
like “‘empirical’, ‘data’, or ‘reality’...draw their meaning from the epistemology in
which they exist” and from within which they are utilized by the researcher (1997, p.
47). Within a postmodern framework, “data” comes to mean something different
(and can and must be treated differently) than from within a positivist framework.
Postmodern “data” is the product of successive levels of decision-making on the part
of the researcher—all ultimately political enactments.
Stake & Kerr (1995) have discussed the role of research and the researcher in
the postmodern situation. Research in Stake & Kerr’s (constructivist) paradigm
“seeks unrealized problems among familiar settings” perhaps enabling “a regaining of
a sense of awe about existence” (1995, p. 60-61). From this perspective, the
researcher “like the artist, is a provider of images, a juxtapositor” (Stake & Kerr,
1995, p. 57).
It is from this perspective that empirical study of the experience of English
teachers in a postmodern situation is warranted. The purpose of such research must
be to offer a juxtaposition of visions of the classroom experiences of English teachers.
In attempting to create such a juxtaposition, I rely heavily on Gee’s (1999) notion of a
Conversation among Discourses.
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1.4.2 Discourse Theory
In taking a sociocultural perspective on language, literacy, and English
studies, I draw considerably upon work of James Gee (1996, 1999) and his treatment
of Discourse theory. In particular, two related aspects of Gee’s articulation of
Discourse theory are relevant to this study: 1) the concept of Conversations among
Discourses and 2) the concept of cultural models. These two concepts were
instructive in my data collection/analysis/interpretation/presentation and allowed me
to imagine a story of the teaching of English in a way that I think maintains the
“chaos” of teaching (as one participant put it) and is, at the same time, accessible to
others.
1.4.3 Conversations Among Discourses
Gee (1996) is careful and insistent upon making a distinction between
discourse (particular examples of language use) and Discourse (with a capital ‘D’),
which he defines as
a socially accepted association among ways of using language, other symbolic
expressions, and ‘artifacts’, of thinking, feeling, believing, valuing, and acting
that can be used to identify oneself as a member of a socially meaningful
group or ‘social network’, or to signal (that one is playing) a socially
meaningful ‘role’ ( p. 131).
To further explain this notion of Discourses, Gee suggests that we use the analogy of
a map on which each Discourse is represented “like a country, but with movable
boundaries that you can slide around a bit” (1999, p. 22). The resulting map on
which various discourses overlap, crowd one another, come into and go out of
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existence periodically, can be “placed on top of any language, action, or interaction
you.. .want to think about” (p. 22).
Gee suggests in his discussion of Discourses that “it is sometimes helpful to
say that it is not individuals who speak and act, but rather that historically and
socially defined Discourses speak to each other through individuals” (1996, p. 132).
Gee (1999) extends this idea in his discussion of the “tools” of D/discourse analysis,
suggesting that Discourses carry on
“Conversations” with a capital “C,” that is, long-running and
important themes or motifs that have been the focus of a variety of
different texts and interactions (in different social languages and
Discourses) through a significant stretch of time and across an array
of institutions (p. 12-13).
As an example of Conversation among Discourses, Gee points to the positioning of
the “sides” in the historical “debate” in Massachusetts’ courts about returning escaped
slaves to their Southern owners. Gee describes this controversy as a Conversation
between two Discourses: one aligned with the philosophy of Emerson and Thoreau
that valued freedom and personal responsibility above state and federal law, and a
second that asserted the primacy of the rule of law above individual freedom and
conscience (Gee, 1999, p. 36-37). While none of us alive today participated in actual
courtroom debates of these issues, we do, suggests Gee, participate in a Conversation
between these Discourses (among others) that has “handed down themes and values”
(p. 37) evident in contemporary society.
In this study, I consider secondary English teachers sites of “instantiation” of
the Conversations between the professional and popular Discourses in English
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studies, particularly in light of the postmodern situation in which I assert that these
teachers exist at present. Gee argues that an individual “gives body to a discourse
every time he or she acts or speaks, and thus carries it, and ultimately changes it,
through time” (1996, p. 132). In the case of individual teachers of English, then, we
might say that teachers give body to the Discourses of English studies (and others) as
they act and speak in their classrooms. It is this Conversation among Discourses that
this study seeks to construct.
1.4.4 Cultural Models
Gee proposes the term “cultural model” for the “sometimes rather ‘rough and
ready ‘explanation of” (or theories about) patterns of meaning that “‘everyday’
people form, transform, and deal with” as they make meaning of their world (1999, p.
42-43, emphasis original). Cultural models, from this perspective, are not simply a
sense of the meanings of individual words; they are not the mental equivalent of a
dictionary that records the meanings of words in an accessible format. Cultural
models operate on an order at least one step removed from the meanings of individual
terms by functioning as provisional, more or less tentative theories about how the
various meanings and uses for a term or concept interact. They are, in effect, mini¬
theories that we all develop on the fly to account for patterns that we see in our
everyday use of language. These theories help us to determine and predict the ways
in which multiple-meaning words and phrases are being used in a given interaction;
they help us to determine the situated meanings of words. Multiple cultural models
exist for any term based on the socioculturally determined uses of that term.
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The conceptual significance of cultural models is the emphasis on the
sociocultural nature of meaning: “words have multiple and ever changing meanings
created for and adapted to specific contexts of use. At the same time, the meanings of
words are integrally linked to social and cultural groups in ways that transcend
individual minds” (Gee, 1999, p. 40). Cultural models provide a conceptual link
between “the ‘micro’ (small) level of interaction and the ‘macro’ (large) level of
institutions...and Discourses” (Gee, 1999, p. 59). In other words, cultural models
provide an intermediary level of abstraction between the actual interactions between
living individuals (and texts, etc.) and the historical Conversation among Discourses
that they enact.
In this study, I utilize the concept of cultural models as a means of identifying
major Discourses instantiated in the data. In particular, I have used the various
cultural models for “teacher” that appear to operate in participants’ language as a
means of “mapping” these Discourses and imagining a Conversation among them.
1.5 Significance of the Study
This study contributes to the field of English education in at least two ways:
1) in terms of the questions that it can help to raise and to consider about the situation
of secondary English teachers and 2) in terms of its methodological innovation. As I
have suggested above, little research has been done specifically about the ways in
which secondary English teachers experience their life in teaching. There has been a
tendency in educational research to focus, almost to the exclusion of teachers’
experiences, on student achievement and teaching approaches as disembodied
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practices. Consequently, as a professional group, secondary English teachers do not
have a research basis around which to generate questions and discussions of their
experience. This study seeks to provide a starting point for such questioning and
conversation. Furthermore, research in this area can begin to legitimize consideration
of education policy that takes into account teachers as well as students and
educational outcomes.
In terms of methodological innovation, it is my hope that the “imagined
Conversation” that is the core of this study can provide at least a tentative step in a
postmodern direction—hopefully one of many to come—that will allow researchers
to conceive of and attempt new modes of “representation,” which in turn generate
ever new and more challenging questions about everything of interest to us.
1.6 Limitations of the Study: Generalizability vs. Transferability
This study is limited insofar as it sacrifices breadth of view for depth of view.
This is the sort of compromise that research within the qualitative tradition makes,
generally (Marshall &Rossman, 1995; Creswell, 1994). It is unfortunate but accurate
to note that this preference for depth over breadth marginalizes qualitative research,
particularly within a national education discourse that continues to strive for
quantitative and, therefore, (or so the argument goes) generalizable results (see Coles,
2000 for discussion of this phenomenon within the area of reading instruction). It is
useful to consider transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Marshall & Rossman, 1995)
as an alternative to generalizability within the domain of qualitative research.
Marshall & Rossman (1995) explore this distinction by suggesting that with
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“transferability... the burden of demonstrating the applicability of one set of findings
to another context rests more with the investigator who would make that transfer than
with the original investigator” (p. 143). Kvale (1995) similarly suggests that
“generalizability” within a qualitative research context is perhaps more the
responsibility of the reader than the researcher (p. 231-235).
It is also important to note that the depth of view that is the focus of the
qualitative paradigm is its great strength and should not be considered simply a hurdle
to be overcome. In the case of the present study, the breadth of view was limited to
the experiences of seven English teachers at Bishop’s Rise School, a very small
boarding school in Hardwick, Massachusetts that serves students identified with
learning (dis)abilities in middle and high school. Beyond the choice of site, perhaps
the most significant decision that I made in limiting the scope of this study was to
include only English teachers as participants. Initially, this decision was based on my
experience in a pilot study, working with just two English teachers. In the course of
that research, it seemed to me that a great deal of the experience that these teachers
felt compelled to relate issued from the professional discourse in English studies.
Whether teachers in other disciplines construct their experiences similarly, I do not
know.
Whether the experience of these teachers, in their particular setting, at this
point in history can be transferred usefully to other settings is a decision for those
with experience in those other settings to make. In following Stake & Kerr (1995), I
submit that a narrative of the experiences of seven English teachers in Hardwick,
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Massachusetts can be constructed in a way that will prompt others to ask new
questions in their own familiar environments.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Introduction
In this chapter, I address literature illustrative of a postmodern condition in the
secondary English classroom by addressing three central aims: 1) to present
assumptions common to various (broadly) postmodern theoretical positions at the
level of conceptual or philosophical writing, focusing particularly on epistemological
theories; 2) to outline what I see as iterations of and responses to the core
assumptions of postmodernism with respect to education theory and the disciplines
that align themselves most closely with secondary English education: literary
criticism and composition theory. Using prominent examples from each of these
fields, I establish the currency of postmodern concerns in the area of English
education. Conceptual and empirical pieces from the disciplines of literary theory,
composition theory and pedagogy, and education that articulate or can be
characterized as issuing from various “postmodern” perspectives are discussed; and
3) to explore areas in which additional empirical research is indicated in the area of
“postmodern” education. Here I highlight the need for empirical study at the
individual classroom level.
2.2 Postmodern Assumptions
Before I offer an examination of influential, and I think, representative
literature in the fields of composition studies, literary studies, and education theory, it
is necessary to outline what I have to this point been calling the “assertions” or

assumptions of postmodernism. It is advisable to take up such a project only after
noting that defining postmodernism is an impossible and probably unproductive task
to undertake, certainly in the space of this review. Further, it is fashionable to note
that there is no “essential” postmodernism; there are no “fundamental tenets” or texts
of postmodernism, and so forth. It is perhaps even more fashionable to talk (as
postmodernism has taught us) of postmodemisms. Following McLaren’s
characterization of postmodernism as “a disciplinary archipelago consisting of post¬
structuralism, deconstruction, and critical henneneutics scattered through the sea of
social theory” (1994, p. 194), I make no sustained attempt to distinguish between and
among the many, many philosophical, theoretical, and critical positions that might be
termed broadly postmodern in this review. Among these I include: poststructuralism,
feminist poststructuralism, pragmatism, neo-pragmatism, deconstruction, and a host
of others. Nevertheless, mainstream discussions of postmodern assertions tend to
articulate a group of assertions fairly consistently and without great disagreement. In
short, they are these:
1) Skepticism toward metanarratives that seek to identity truths across
contexts and ahistorically.
2) Rejection of representational theories of knowledge and the
highlighting of discursive knowledge production that is situated,
provisional, and always multiple.
3) Rejection of the notion of a unified self that acts freely in the world
and maintains unitary identity across contexts.
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4) Attention to Otherness and difference as characteristic of human
experience (Eagleton, 1996, p. vii-viii; Lyon, 1996, p. 10; Solsken &
Bloome, 1992).
2.2.1 Skepticism Toward Metanarratives
Lyotard suggests that a pervasive skepticism toward metanarratives is the
central concern of postmodernism (1999, p. xxiii-xxiv). Very broadly, metanarratives
can be understood as over-arching, cultural narratives that legitimate and give truthvalue to various more provincial narratives or disciplines (Lyotard, 1999, p. 28-37;
Lyon 1999, p. 16-17). For Lyotard, the most important and widely influential of
these metanarratives is that of the Enlightenment philosophy. In fact, the history of
postmodemity as an idea or set of assertions about the world begins with what David
Lyon characterizes as a progression from “‘Providence’ which is transposed to
‘Progress’ and shifts from there into ‘Nihilism’” (1999, p. 7). Using this schema,
Lyon suggests that modernity’s preoccupation with reason and its reliance on the
primacy of sense (empirical) data make the idea of Progress little more than “a
secular variant of Providence” (p. 7). Put another way, modernity replaces God as the
caretaker of the universe with reference to the inevitability of human progress in a
rational, scientific world. Postmodernism then looks with incredulity upon
Enlightenment metanarratives, even as the result of the very scientific progress that
modernity had enshrined as inevitable. Lyotard locates the source of this incredulity
or skepticism firmly in the development of technological advances and
computerization (1999, p. 37). Lyotard suggests that traditional Enlightenment
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narratives (e.g., the life of the spirit, the emancipation of humanity) that had
authorized truth are replaced in the advent of a technological society by what he calls
“performativity” (1999, p. 41-47; 60-67) or the principle of optimal performance.
That is, the Industrial Revolution raises efficiency to the level of the truth, justice, and
other Enlightenment narratives of legitimation. Consequently, the ability to produce
proof (i.e., access to the technology for production) is tied directly to wealth in a
reciprocal relationship: “no technology without wealth, but no wealth without
technology” (Lyotard, 1999, p. 45). Ultimately, this relationship extends beyond
scientific truth to legal truth such that in “postindustrial societies the normativity of
laws is replaced by the perfonnativity of procedures” (Lyotard, 1999, p. 46).
2.2.2 Rejection of Representational Epistemologies
Intimately interconnected with a rejection of the metanarratives of
Enlightenment philosophy is postmodernism’s rejection of representational
epistemologies. Lyotard makes the connection between metanarratives and
representational epistemologies in his discussion of the process of legitimation. He
argues that “True knowledge, in this [modernity’s] perspective, is always indirect
knowledge; it is composed of reported statements that are incorporated into the
metanarratives of a subject that guarantees their legitimacy” (1999, p. 35). Through
its skepticism of the metanarrative of the Enlightenment that had authorized
knowledge in the modem world, postmodemity creates a “crisis of scientific
knowledge.. .itself an effect of progress in technology and the expansion of
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capitalism” that Lyotard describes in this way:
Disciplines disappear, overlappings occur at the borders between sciences,
and from these new territories are bom. The speculative hierarchy of learning
gives way to an immanent and, as it were, “flat” network of areas of inquiry,
the respective frontiers of which are in constant flux. The old “faculties”
splinter into institutes and foundations of all kinds, and the universities lose
their function of speculative legitimation. Stripped of the responsibility for
research (which was stifled by the speculative narrative), they limit
themselves to the transmission of what is judged to be established knowledge,
and through didactics, they guarantee the replication of teachers rather than
the production of researchers (Lyotard, 1999, p. 39).
It is this vision of the postmodern in academia to which the Discourse of English
studies reacts with such vigor in the 1980s and 1990s (Faigley, 1995; Scholes, 1998;
Easthope, 1991).
2.2.3 Rejection of the Unified Self
Linn (1996) suggests that “the most interesting questions raised by
postmodern thought are the result of its foregrounding language and making it the
center of everything human” (p. xv). Here, Linn is referring to the postmodern notion
that human beings cannot lay claim to unified, essential selves that remain constant
across contexts but rather that the self comes into being discursively, moment by
moment. Linn’s reaction is to Richard Rorty’s characterization of postmodern selves
as ‘“centerless webs’ of‘incarnated vocabularies’” (as qtd. in Linn, 1996, p. 15). The
political implications of such a theory of self are many. Among the most interesting
discussions of these is Weedon’s discussion of the intersection of feminist,
poststructuralist and postmodernist treatments of subjectivity (Weedon, 1997, p.
174ff). Weedon emphasizes the discursive construction of subjectivity, choosing this
term from feminist and poststructuralist theory in opposition to the modernist
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conception of the unified, essential self The most important consequence of
postmodern theories of “self,” highlighted in Weedon’s treatment of this issue, is the
attendant lack of personal agency that discursively constructed identity seems to
entail. It is this aspect of the postmodern self that Gee (1996, 1999) explores
indirectly in his description of the “instantiation” of Discourse by individuals (see
below).
2.2.4 Othemess/Difference
Lyotard famously articulates postmodernism’s privileging of Otherness in The
Postmodern Condition, with this imperative: “Let us wage a war on totality; let us be
witnesses to the unpresentable; let us activate the differences and save the honor of
the name” (1999, p. 82). It is this spirit that defines what is perhaps the only positive
assertion of postmodernism, the other assumptions of postmodernism being negations
of elements of Modernism. In deconstructing the liberal humanist self and its notion
of unified, centered, stable identity, postmodernism offers Otherness as the aspect of
objectification, dispossession, and powerlessness that can characterize an individual’s
positioning in relation to other individuals and to social institutions. In celebrating
Otherness, postmodernism seeks to subvert the power relations of institutionalized
Otherness, creating a position of power from the very fact of historical or institutional
powerlessness (Giroux, 1991). Within a postmodern framework, Otherness is also an
unstable, shifting quality that can characterize fluid, momentary relations between
individuals. Postmodernism’s celebration of Otherness or difference can be
understood as the intersection or consummation of the other three (aforementioned)
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central assertions of postmodernism. That is, by rejecting metanarratives,
representational epistemology, and the unified self, postmodernism describes a world
that is heterogeneous, de-centered, fragmented, multiple, and contingent. Rosenthal
(1992) suggests that “postmodernism argues an agenda of heterogeneity, diversity,
fluidity, and difference over and above unity, claiming that a central, unifying point
of view is always a subterfuge of power” (p. 95). Similarly, Bauman (1988-89) notes
that
What the inherently polysemous and controversial idea of postmodemity most
often refers to ... is first and foremost an acceptance of the ineradicable
plurality of the world—not a temporary state on the road to the not-yetattained perfection, sooner or later to be left behind, but the constitutive
quality of existence (p. 39).
2.3 Iterations of the Postmodern
The central argument that I make in this review of literature is that regardless
of their personal theoretical leanings and professional training, teachers presently
working within secondary English departments in the United States are working
within a postmodern space. Eagleton (1996) observes that “Postmodernist culture has
produced, in its brief existence, a rich, bold, exhilarating body of work across the
whole span of the arts... [and] has produced in the same breath an invigorating and a
paralyzing skepticism” (p. 27). This, it seems to me, is particularly true of the
professional discourse within English studies to which classroom teachers have
recourse in imagining, designing, and implementing instruction. The extent to which
teachers choose or do not choose (if indeed it is appropriate to characterize the
situation as one in which choice exists) to take up a postmodern perspective is only
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ancillary, if that, to my central point. In other words, I do not suggest that all, or
most, or even many secondary English teachers approach their professional lives from
a postmodern perspective or that they have accepted the central assertions of
postmodernism as I have outlined them here. Instead, I suggest that the assertions of
postmodernism have been so widely adopted or made prominently the object of
criticism by the scholarly literature within the disciplines of literary, composition, and
education theory that they have an undeniable presence within the larger discourse of
English education.
In choosing examples from composition studies, literary studies, and
educational research, I have attempted to highlight responses to the assertions of
postmodernism that elucidate the uneasy acceptance of these assertions that I think is
reflective of the atmosphere in secondary English classrooms. In particular, it is in
reacting to the first two assertions of postmodernism as I have outlined them here
(i.e., skepticism toward metanarratives and rejection of representation epistemology)
that the Discourse of English studies has most notably taken up this concern.
In developing the argument that the assumptions of postmodernism have been
catalytic in literary and composition studies, I outline two reactions to postmodern
assertions that have helped to orient the work in these fields. Again to clarify, I do
not address postmodernist literary and composition theories directly and
exhaustively—my interest here is in characterizing the disciplinary atmosphere in
which recent work in English studies has been done-an atmosphere in which
postmodern assertions have for some time been asserting their presence.
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Stanley Fish (1989) suggests that there are two typical reactions to assertions
of nonrepresentational or anti-foundationalist epistemology (as it is often termed in
English studies): theory fear and theory hope. Theory fear is “a foundationalist
nightmare vision in which a liberated self goes its unconstrained way believing and
doing whatever it likes” (p. 346). Theory hope is the notion that coming to recognize
one’s situatedness can allow one to transcend that situatedness. Fish is quick to point
out that this is a false hope and that “knowledge that one is in a situation has no
particular payoff for any situation you happen to be in, because the constraints of that
situation will not be relaxed by that knowledge” (p. 351). It is this trap of theory
hope into which Fish suggests composition scholars have fallen by advancing claims
to the development of critical consciousness through the learning of academic
discourse.
2.3.1 Composition Studies
Of the three scholarly or disciplinary Discourses that I have identified as
important in the construction of the professional Discourse of secondary school
English instruction, the discipline composition studies seem most obviously to have
demonstrated the characteristic unease that 1 note (Faigley, 1995; Smit, 1995; Fish,
1989; Bizzell, 1992). In fact, several movements or ideas within composition studies
issue directly from attempts by composition scholars to grapple with what might be
called the central assertion of postmodernism: rejection of representational
epistemology, commonly referred to in composition studies as anti-foundationalism
(following Rorty, 1979). The preoccupation, perhaps even obsession, with anti-
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foundationalist epistemology within composition studies is such that it becomes the
subject, itself, of some heated discussion within professional journals. At one point,
Maxine Hairston (1990) suggests that theoretical discussions of anti-foundationalism
(though Hairston does not use this term) should be banned from NCTE publications.
This is the case, I submit, because the taking up of postmodern concerns seemed to
many to threaten the existence of a professional discourse in composition studies.
Here, I will focus on a debate within composition studies that illustrates the
centrality of this concern with anti-foundationalism and what might be considered a
professional crisis within composition studies: the conceptualization of academic
discourse as one discourse among many (though perhaps a privileged discourse) and
the pedagogical implications of this. I have chosen this idea as representative of the
concern with anti-foundationalist theory in composition studies for three reasons.
First, it is important because it was so prominently featured for more than a decade in
the major journals in English studies and contributed significantly to the discourse of
composition studies (Bizzell, 1992, p. 202ff; Faigley, 1995, p. 13-24). Next, as
Patricia Bizzell has pointed out, “composition studies [in the 1980s was] moving in
concert with the recent development in philosophy, literary theory, and the human
sciences” by which she means that “‘foundationalism’ as a theory of language and
knowledge is under attack everywhere, and ‘anti-foundationalism’ is carrying the
day” (1992, p. 202). This self-consciousness in addressing the epistemological
framework in composition studies makes the discussion about academic discourse
particularly useful. And lastly, the discussion of academic discourse is important to
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the context within which secondary English studies are conducted because the
outgrowth of research from this concept involves discussion of the very mission of
composition studies and pedagogy. Bizzell addresses this issue by noting that the
concept of discourse community and the attendant observation that the academic
discourse community is one among many “creates problems for the field of
composition studies itself...[such as] defining] legitimate professional activity for
professional participants in our field” (1992, p. 223).
It is this concern not only with how but also with what (and perhaps whether)
to teach that makes the discussion of academic discourse so relevant to the work of
secondary educators in English studies. The work done in this area opens up
composition research to explore what Gee (1996, chap. 3) terms new literacy studies
from a sociocultural perspective. In fact, Gee’s own discussion of the induction of
students into the Discourses of academia seems clearly to have grown from this work
(Gee, 1989; 1994). In the same way, some of the work being done by genre theorists
has emerged from a similar concern for teaching the forms of academic discourse (see
Kress, 1999; Beaufort, 1997; and Bawarshi, 2000 for concise discussion of the early
development of the genre movement).
In his critical look at postmodernism, Eagleton has discussed
postmodernism’s effects in this way:
It has put the skids under a number of complacent certainties, prised open
some paranoid totalities, contaminated some jealously protected purities, bent
some oppressive norms and shaken some rather frail-looking foundations. As
a result, it has properly disoriented those who knew only too well who they
were, and disarmed those who need to know who they are in the face of those
only too willing to tell them (p. 27).
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I think Eagleton’s assessment, here, echoes the uneasiness and apprehension with
which assertions of anti-foundationalism have been met within composition studies.
2.3.1.1 Academic Discourse (and Critical Consciousness)
Scholarship in composition theory has included reference to nonrepresentational epistemology throughout the history of the discipline (Berlin, 1997,
1982; Bruffee, 1997 (originally 1984)). Many of these references are tentative, at
best, and only tangential to the main arguments of the studies in which they are
found. Bruffee (1997), for example, in his discussion of the nature and role of
collaborative learning in English studies invokes both Fish and Rorty in a discussion
of knowledge communities but asks only that “we accept this concept of knowledge
and learning even partially and tentatively” (p. 405). While his argument here is
clearly dependent upon the notion of a discursively or socially constructed epistemic,
Bruffee does not take up this argument as his focus. Anti-foundationalist
epistemology becomes much more the focus of arguments within composition
studies, however, with the notion of discourse communities and the identification of
the discourse of the academy as one discourse community among many.
Mina Shaughnessy’s Errors and Expectations (1977), with its characterization
of the students’ errors as failures to learn the conventions of the language and forms
of academia, appears as the first serious work in the relatively new field of
composition studies (as distinct from English studies) to suggest that there is such a
thing as academic discourse. In her taxonomy of student error, Shaughnessy asserts
that students must “learn the courtesies of the essay form” (p. 273). The respectful
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but uncritical assumption in Shaughnessy’s work is that developing facility with the
language practices of the academy is both desirable and uncomplicated by political
concerns: “I have been presenting the academic vocabulary as a formidable yet solid
fact to which the BW [Basic Writing] student must adjust—a ‘given’” (1977, p. 224).
As the notion of discourse communities is adopted and fleshed out by others in
composition studies, its possible political implications and its relationship to antifoundationalism become the focus of considerable debate.
In what amounts to an intellectual memoir (composed primarily of reprinted
essays spanning nearly two decades), Patricia Bizzell (1992) traces the history of her
own thinking around the concepts of academic discourse and critical consciousness;
in large part, the history of her thinking in this arena is the history of composition
theory in the 1980s and ’90s. Bizzell points to the influence of Shaughnessy as
paramount, suggesting that her own work in this area was prompted by what she saw
as Shaughnessy’s call for additional research on academic discourse from within the
literary-critical tradition (1992, p. 8). At the same time, Bizzell notes that the push
toward professionalization within the fledgling discipline of composition studies had
the effect of privileging empirical methods of social science research.
Research done from within the paradigm of cognitive psychology was, in the
early 1980s, leading the field of composition studies (Emig, 1971; Flower & Hayes,
1980; Perl, 1979; Gregg & Steinberg, 1980). The assumption within this research
paradigm is that the process of composing is strictly a cognitive or mental process and
is universal. Many studies from within this perspective use the “compose aloud”
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protocols developed by Flower & Hayes that consist primarily of asking writers to
say aloud what they are thinking as they are asked to engage in composition activities
and presume to identify the abstract cognitive processes that are involved in
composing.
In an attempt to counter a slide into “scientism” (1992, p. 50), Bizzell makes
the first tentative connections to anti-foundationalism in composition studies in a
1979 essay highlighting the importance of Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific
Revolutions to the field of English studies. In this essay, Bizzell warns that Kuhn’s
work will be useful to English studies “only if [it] does not lead us into scientism”
(1992, p. 50) even while others (Hairston, 1982, for example) use Kuhn as
justification for a turn to empirico-scientific methods within composition studies. It
is clear here that Bizzell’s critique is aimed at the work of cognitivists whom she later
calls (in “Cognition, Convention, and Certainty”) “inner-directed” researchers (1992,
p. 82). It is also in “Cognition” that Bizzell prominently refers to the work of Stanley
Fish and Richard Rorty, linking her notion of a discourse community with Fish’s
concept of the interpretive community (1992, p. 100).
Mirroring Fish’s concept of an interpretive community that provides authority
for interpretation in the absence of the possibility of objective judgment (Fish, 1980,
p. 338ff; see also Fish, 1989, p. 26 and 141 if), Bizzell suggests the term “discourse
community” to name the members of a group who share not only interpretive
conventions or “abide by certain language-using rules” but also share “a larger pattern
of interaction with the material world” (Bizzell, 1992, p. 88). While only making
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tangential reference to Rorty in “Cognition,” Bizzell adopts a position that is clearly
antifoundationalist in its perspective. In discussing the notion of discourse
communities here, she suggests that “we cannot look at reality in an unfiltered way—
‘reality’ only makes sense when organized by the interpretive conventions of a
discourse community” (p. 94), echoing the fundamental assertion of postmodern
epistemology: reality is socially/discursively constructed. The importance of the
debate about academic discourse extends well beyond its theoretical leaning toward
non-representational epistemology; the pedagogical implications of this argument are
significant, and again, are what makes this particular intersection of composition
studies and postmodern assumptions important in the context of secondary English
education. In the evolution of this argument, the next step for a “teaching subject”
(see Harris, 1997, x-xi) is to develop a pedagogy that responds to the theory of
discourse communities.
Many early discussions of the need to teach academic discourse directly such
as David Bartholomae’s “Inventing the University” (1997, originally 1985) or
Bizzell’s “College Composition: Initiation Into the Academic Discourse
Community” (1992, originally 1982) suggest that teaching academic discourse (or the
conventions of the discourse community of academia) can be done fairly
straightforwardly. Discussions of the politics or ideological complications of
“initiating] students into academic discourse” (Bizzell, 1992, p. 113) are all but
absent. Bartholomae suggests that a student must (and evidently can):
appropriate (or be appropriated by) a specialized discourse, and he has to do
this as though he were a member of the academy or an historian or an
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anthropologist or an economist; he has to invent the university by assembling
and mimicking its language while finding some compromise between
idiosyncrasy, a personal history, on the one hand, and the requirements of
convention, the history of the discipline, on the other hand (1997, p. 590).
Bartholomae presents the idea of appropriating the discourse of academia as if it is an
uncomplicated choice to be made by the student-perhaps requiring tremendous effort
on the part of the student-but nevertheless an uncomplicated choice. Bartholomae
describes this effort on the student’s part as “a necessary and enabling fiction at work
as the student dramatizes his experience in a ‘setting’—the setting required by the
discourse” (p. 591). There is the clear sense at this point in the scholarly discussion
that teaching academic discourse follows from the fact that students are entering the
university less prepared than ever before or “at a very elementary stage of their
initiation into the academic discourse community” (Bizzell, 1992, p. 107). There is
even the perhaps naive assumption that initiating students into academic discourse is
“critical training to trace their victimization to the social forces rather than to ‘fate,’
and hence to work toward control of their own destinies” (Bizzell, 1992, p. 112).
Bizzell goes so far as to suggest that the next step is to evaluate new textbooks for
their usefulness in “initiating] students into academic discourse in such a way as to
foster a productive critical distance on the social processes whereby knowledge is
generated and controlled” (1992, p. 113). It is this connection to what Bizzell later
calls “critical consciousness” (1992, p. 137) following Freire (1973) that finally
brings the theoretical anti-foundationalism of the teaching of academic discourse to
the fore.
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In “Academic Discourse and Critical Consciousness: An Application of Paulo
Freire,” Bizzell is explicit about this connection: “The crucial point here is that
knowledge is constituted in academic discourse, not merely communicated by it”
(1992, p. 138). It is to Bizzell’s suggestion that being initiated into the academic
discourse community, acquiring academic discursive practices, will allow students to
develop a critical consciousness to which Stanley Fish (1989) reacts in his discussion
of “anti-foundationalist theory hope” (p. 342; see above).
A great deal of the work done in composition studies following Fish’s
commentary on anti-foundationalism (1989) has been a response to that commentary
and to the notion of anti-foundationalism—either directly or indirectly. In fact,
Joseph Harris has gone so far as to call Fish “the patron theorist of composition in the
1980s” (1997, p. 117). Similarly, the presence of anti-foundationalism (and the
importance of Fish’s work in this area) is clear within the discourse of literary study
as well (Veeser, 1999).
The far-reaching significance for composition studies of Fish’s introduction of
interpretive communities cannot, I would suggest, be overestimated. Fish’s concept
allows for the development of a body of research and theory on discourse
communities in the 1980s and ‘90s, and following that work, several theorists have
operationalized the concept of discourse communities in their treatment of genre
theory (see Kress, 1999; Beaufort, 1997; Bawarshi, 2000; Sandberg, 2001). Despite
the focus of some of the early work of Austral ian genre theorists on the surface
features of various genres (seek Hicks, 1997), genre theorists have moved toward a
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sociocultural understanding of literacy and a Foucauldian emphasis on the power
relations inherent in language (Bawarshi, 2000; Devitt, 2000; Lankshear & Knobel,

2000).
2.3.2 Literary Studies
The importance of postmodern assertions and more specifically the
importance of anti-foundationalism within the Discourse of literary studies seems
almost self-evident. In fact, much of what can be considered postmodern issues from
literary theory initially (Linn, 1996). The currency of these assumptions within
secondary English departments in the guise of the critical methods of various versions
of reader response theory is a similarly non-controversial assertion (see Daw, 1986;
Tompkins, 1980). However, as I noted earlier, it is not with the application of the
postmodern within literary theory that I am primarily concerned in this review. It is
the uneasy assimilation of postmodern assertions and the uneasiness that the
assimilation of these assertions seems to breed within the Discourse of English
studies that is the focus of this review. I will focus primarily on Robert Scholes’
lament in The Rise and Fall of English. Scholes reacts with the characteristic unease
that I have suggested is pervasive (though perhaps not definitive) of the field and
which can be useful in understanding the situation in which secondary English
teachers and their students work (Faigley, 1995, especially 20-22; Scholes, 1998; see
also Rorty, 1998 for a broader discussion of the social and intellectual components of
this unease in American society).
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Robert Scholes’ (1998) prominent reaction to the presence of the postmodern
(more specifically to neo-pragmatism) in English studies is an excellent example of
the anxiety that I suggest the postmodern situation creates for the secondary English
teacher:
I believe that if we teachers of the humanities cannot claim what my other
Victorian sage called “the love of truth” as part of our enterprise, that
enterprise is in serious trouble.... There are many and good reasons why we
professors in the humanities may feel bad about ourselves at the present time,
but I believe that one of these reasons—in my judgment the crucial one—is
that we have become reluctant to make claims of truth about the matters we
teach. Powerful voices have taught us to be embarrassed by the word truth,
and thus either to avoid it or condemn it (p. 39).
Scholes’ reaction is in part, perhaps large part, a reaction to the very influential work
of Stanley Fish—certainly one of the “powerful voices” to which Scholes refers here.
In fact, Scholes contends that Fish (among others) endorses an academic world in
which “[ijnstead of the search for truth, what we have is a conversation in which the
rewards go to the best conversationalists” (1998, p. 48). Scholes is referring here to
the elaboration of Fish’s notion of an interpretive community and his more sweeping
suggestion that “once you start down the anti-formalist road there is nowhere to stop”
(1989, p. 26). Before looking more closely at Scholes’ reaction, it will be useful to
discuss briefly Fish’s concept of the interpretive community.
For Fish, the idea and existence of interpretive communities are two of the
necessary sequelae of asserting or accepting the indeterminacy of meaning in text
(1989, p. 1-33 and 315-341; Veeser, 1999, p. 42-54). This indeterminacy or
“unavailability of literal meaning” (Fish, 1989, p. 4) is a response to “a few basic
»

questions in the philosophy of language” to which Fish suggests “issues in
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interpretive theory can be reduced” (1989, p. 1). It is also the first step “down the
anti-formalist” or antifoundationalist “road” and clearly one important intersection of
postmodern assumptions and literary theory. In arguing for the (necessary) existence
of interpretive communities, Fish is suggesting the primacy of rhetorical authority and
indicating the absence of an absolute authority or truth on which we rely as we
interpret utterances or text. This position exists in clear contradistinction to the idea
of authorial intent, which had been the focus of interpretive activity in literary studies
for some time (see Eagleton, 1983, especially p. 91-127).
Fish summarizes or codifies his argument about interpretive communities in
this way:
We see then that (1) communication does occur, despite the absence of an
independent and context-free system of meanings, that (2) those who
participate in this communication do so confidently rather than provisionally
(they are not relativists), and (3) while their confidence has its source in a set
of beliefs, those beliefs are not individual-specific or idiosyncratic but
communal and conventional (they are not solipsists) (Veeser, p. 54).
Fish’s central argument is this: that interpretations are made by individuals “as
extensions of an institutional community” (Veeser, p. 54). It is interesting to note that
this position bears great similarity to Gee’s articulation of discourse theory, both of
which depend on or issue from assumptions about the world that are broadly
postmodern. More simply put, both Gee and Fish begin with a rejection of
representational epistemology.
It is to this rejection of representational epistemology that Robert Scholes
reacts with particular vehemence. As I have indicated, a central problem for Scholes
%
*

is the tendency of those in English studies to move away from forthright declarations
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of (discovered) truth toward tentative, relativistic ‘“professing”’ (1998, p. 39). Very
articulately, Scholes describes precisely the situation that I have suggested exists
within the discourse of secondary English education:
I think we [here, Scholes is referring to Ph.D.s in English] feel bad because
we do not believe in the significance of the research that is required of us—for
the Ph.D. itself and for professional progress afterward—and because we are
confused about what we should be teaching, and how, and why (1998, p. 44).
Scholes’ point is that without reference to absolute truth or at least reference to the
possibility of absolute truth, teaching becomes an activity without justification and
without the possibility of justification. He goes into greater detail to suggest that
present activities within the humanities departments are in fact unjustifiable, perhaps
rightfully marginalized in relation to applied sciences, and viewed as less serious,
important, or consequential by university administrators, trustees, and the public at
large. All this, Scholes suggests, is the consequence of the rejection of a
correspondence theory of truth and the failure of humanistic disciplines to take up the
“search for pure truth that once justified their special status” (p. 46).
Scholes’ attack on the prevalence of nonrepresentational epistemology within
the humanities takes the form, primarily, of an attack on the neo-pragmatism of
Richard Rorty. In particular, Scholes takes issue with Rorty’s notion of truth as
“what it is good for us to believe” (as qtd. in Scholes, 1998, p. 51).

Scholes presents

here a simplification of Rorty’s definition of truth as: “intersubjective consensus
among human beings, not... accurate representation of something nonhuman” (1998,
p. 35; see also Rorty, 1979), highlighting the neo-pragmatist rejections of a
*

correspondence theory of knowledge. In place of this anti-foundationalist
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epistemology, Scholes suggests that what is needed is a more self-conscious
awareness of our own situatedness, “being truthful with ourselves about how we
came to be where we are, what interests we are serving, and what good we can hope
to accomplish” (1998, p. 57).
Toward this end, Scholes emphasizes the need for English teachers to think of
their field as a discipline rather than a subject matter—and in making this rhetorical
move, Scholes seems to avoid the question of which texts or what truths he seemed to
this point to be suggesting must be taught. Scholes puts forward a proposal for
getting at academic truth, relying on what he calls concepts at a “lower order of
abstraction” (1998, p. 54). He suggests that truth is operationalized in English studies
by reference to words like “fair, accurate, and comprehensive” (1998, p. 54, emphasis
original). Scholes suggests that “scrupulous accuracy in citation, regard for what is
already known about our subject, and rigor in situating and interrogating whatever
material we are considering” can be the guiding principles which lead to truth and
truthfulness in English studies (1998, p. 54). At the same time, his emphasis on
English as a discipline, on “a theoretical way of looking at our students... [that
focuses on] what they need to know and what they need to be able to do, with respect
to those things in our...domain of textuality” (1998, p. 65) appears to have a great
deal in common with efforts to educate for critical consciousness within compositions
studies.
What is most remarkable about Scholes’ call for the return to a love of truth
within English studies is the sense that his reaction to the assumptions of
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postmodernism is not only or not necessarily a reasoned reaction but rather a visceral
or sentimental one. His vehement attack on those who would assert
antifoundationalist epistemologies is perhaps best summarized in his chapter title,
borrowed from Nietzsche: “No dog would go on living like this” (Scholes, 1998).
The point here is that Scholes cannot imagine a worthwhile or rewarding career in
English studies without a notion of absolute truth in the offing, and that is precisely
the situation in which I suggest many of us in English studies find ourselves
presently.
2.3.3 Education
In recent years, there has been considerable discussion of the postmodern
condition in education and the implications of postmodern assumptions about
knowledge, reality, and truth in the classroom setting (Dole, 1989; Parker, M., 1998;
Stone, 1993). Significant, though not the focus of this review, are various educational
theories and movements ranging in approach from critical theory to multiculturalism
to postmodern feminism that have embraced the assumptions of postmodernism (see
Giroux, 1991, 1997; Parker, M., 1998; Linn, 1996, p. 134ff; Shapiro, 1991). Among
the theoretical positions in education that have aligned themselves with the
postmodern, the focus has often been on elements of postmodernism as they are
“compatible with emancipatory aims” (Batchelder, 1997).
Despite the many educational projects undertaken from positions sympathetic
with postmodern assumptions, a good deal of the discussion of the implications of
postmodernism in education (particularly at the secondary level) has focused on two
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concerns: the problems of curriculum development and implementation at a systemic
or institutional level (Doll, 1989; Wain, 1995) and the difficulty of reinventing a
traditional ethics of teaching (Tappan and Brown, 1996; Ryan, 1998) given a
postmodern situation.
Hytten (1994) has outlined the problems that postmodernism poses for
curriculum development at a systemic level, indicating that there are three distinct
challenges facing educators in a postmodern situation: 1) the postmodern emphasis
on the local and particular creates tension within an educational system that has
sought in recent decades to become ever more national and nonnative; and 2) the
rejection of representational epistemology has left educators reeling in trying to make
and justify systemic curriculum decisions—even at the level of the individual school;
and 3) postmodernism’s celebration of heterogeneity has made traditional,
community-based action a less inviting or relevant possibility.
In outlining these concerns, Hytten focuses on what she sees as the logical,
rational sequelae of postmodern assumptions, suggesting that the problems that she
has noted can be seen as the unavoidable consequences of postmodern assumptions.
Perhaps in recognizing this herself, Hytten suggests that a turn toward philosophical
pragmatism might be one productive alternative for educators, offering that what
distinguishes postmodernism from pragmatism are “notions of community, dialogue,
and democracy which pragmatists suggest allow individuals to best live in a world
characterized by uncertainty, change, and instability” (1994, p. 19).
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With greater specificity and sensitivity, Michael Parker (1998) suggests that
the central difficulty tor general educators in re-imagining educational practice within
a postmodern framework is the notion of contingency. For Parker, it is the
contingency of the knowledge claims that can be made within a postmodern
framework that is definitive of the shift from modernism to postmodernism. From
this perspective, the aim of general education from within the frame of modernity was
to contribute to the “ongoing discourse about method and the justification for
foundational knowledge” (Parker, M., 1998, p. 194). Parker suggests that this goal of
the general education curriculum and perhaps the very understanding of the idea of a
curriculum are no longer justifiable within a postmodern framework.
In suggesting alternatives to the modernist curriculum, Michael Parker argues
for two principles that might guide educators. First, Parker suggests that a focus on
language and on the centrality of language in the postmodern conception of the world
is necessary and perhaps instructive in terms of curriculum development. Parker’s
suggestion here is that general education must take up, much more than it has, the
teaching of a meta-awareness of language—how it functions to “create, maintain, and
change the sociocultural world” (1994, p. 202). McCarty (1997) makes a similar
point in highlighting the centrality of language concerns for a postmodern curriculum
but comes ultimately to very different conclusions about postmodernism and
education. McCarty likens the spirit of postmodern pedagogy to the failed project of
Romanticism; both, she suggests, fail ultimately because (for different reasons) they
do not distinguish “the thing and our take on it” (p. 379).
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Michael Parker’s second principle for postmodern education is that
curriculum might be envisioned as an overlapping set of tools that enables us to “put
information and ideas into a ‘profitable’ context” (1998, p. 199).

Parker stresses the

centrality of “dialogical persuasion” (p. 281) in his vision of the professions and
higher education in the postmodern situation. The position that he takes here is
similar in many ways to the rhetorical authority that Bizzell (1992) argues for in her
work in composition studies and depends in large part on the construct of the
interpretive community that Fish (1989) presents.
Similarly, refocusing on the personal and the local, Skolnik (1995) suggests
that it is necessary for teachers to rely on something more than or other than the
“unhealthy dose of irony if not cynicism” (1995, p. 3) that the postmodern condition
engenders or requires if teachers are to engage in a sustainable practice. In the wake
of the Northridge earthquake in Los Angeles, Skolnik asks, “from what source
(placed in these postmodern predicaments) can we draw enough positive and concrete
energy to perform our pedagogical tasks?” (1995, p. 3-4).

A.T. Nuyen (1992; 1996)

addresses this problem of postmodern education, focusing on Lyotard’s concept of
the sublime. Pointing to the same difficulties for imagining postmodern curriculum
and practice as do Hytten (1994) and Michael Parker (1998), Nuyen goes beyond
these to discuss Lyotard’s controversial assertion that the postmodern condition is
ushered in by “the [death] knell of the age of the Professor” (Lyotard, 1999, p. 53).
Nuyen suggests, focusing on Lyotard’s notion of the sublime, that a teacher in the
postmodern world can only and must encourage “the thrill of a spaceship ride and the
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wonder of a far-off planet” and have “an infectious enthusiasm for the unpresentable”
(1996, p. 102). In putting forward this thesis, Nuyen is taking up what I would
identify as the central problem for teachers in the postmodern condition—locating the
impetus for doing this rather than that or anything rather than nothing and responds
by suggesting that “to educate is to enthuse the subject, to encourage the subject to
soar to ever more challenging ideas” (1996, p. 101).
It is the sense of purposelessness that characterizes the atmosphere in which I
argue teachers in a postmodern situation find themselves. Further, I would argue that
given the disciplinary and professional discourse in their field, secondary English
teachers are even more vulnerable to positioning than many of their colleagues.
Their field of study has taken up, in fact produced in great measure, the elements and
arguments of postmodernism much more so than others (Scholes, 1998; Stuart Parker,
1997; Skolnik, 1995). Working within the disciplinary discourse in their fields, it
seems to me English teachers have no choice but to contend with the postmodern. In
fact, one way of understanding the current emphasis on scientifically based research
in education (in the No Child Left Behind initiative of the Bush administration, for
example) is as a backlash against the perceived relativism of a postmodern
instructional milieu (see 34 CFR Part 200, Final Regulations for Title I in the Federal
Register 67:231, 2002 for example). The emphases on both experimental design and
on the need for definitive, generalizable research in response to pedagogical questions
are evident in the work of the National Research Council (1998) and the National
Reading Panel (2000) as well. Perhaps among the most alarming evidence of a
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backlash against the uncertainty engendered by recent education discourse is the Bush
administration’s recent effort to overhaul of the Department of Education website.
As part of this initiative, the administration will be eliminating access to “information
that is either outdated or ‘does not reflect the priorities, philosophies, or goals of the
present administration’” and may eliminate access through its site to ERIC Digests
(Davis, 2002; see also Viadero, 2002).
I am not suggesting that most or many secondary English teachers are
attempting to design and implement thoroughly postmodern curricula. In fact, I
would argue that the traditional discourse of schooling in the U.S. creates significant
tension for English teachers in this respect. For example, it is currently noncontroversial to assert that one of the central aims of education in the U.S. (and other)
systems is cultural reproduction—the maintenance of the status quo (for an excellent
discussion of the tensions between cultural reproduction and postmodernism, see
Giroux, 1997, 97ff). It is within this framework that I suggest English teachers have
a greater stake in reacting to the difficulties that are faced in teaching in postmodern
classrooms.

47

CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
3.1 Introduction
This chapter outlines the research methodology in detail, furthering the argument
offered in Chapter 1 regarding the possibilities for research from a postmodern
perspective. First, the setting and participants are described. Next, a profile of
myself as researcher is offered to provide background and context for the study and to
begin to expose those commitments with which I approached this study. I then
discuss validity within a postmodern framework and provide a rationale for the use of
in-depth interviewing as a research technique within this framework. Finally, I
discuss the interconnectedness of data/analysis/interpretation/presentation within this
framework and outline the manner of re-presentation that I have chosen.
3.2 Setting and Participants
3.2.1 Setting
Bishop’s Rise School is a very small, independent boarding school in
Hardwick, Massachusetts. The school is situated on approximately 150 acres in rural
central Massachusetts. Bishop’s Rise School was founded in 1967. At its inception,
the school was designed to meet the academic needs of thirty boys, ages seven
through thirteen, who “suffered from developmental dyslexia.” The program was
designed to “give boys the opportunity to grow and learn normally in an environment
responsive to their academic needs.” Serving students who demonstrated average to
superior intelligence, classes were ungraded and the boys competed only against their
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prior performance. Following the dominant (though nascent) thinking in the field of
special education, the goal of the school was to return the boys to “the least restrictive
environment” as quickly as possible. Historically, students came to Bishop’s Rise
School for a period averaging two years and were then expected to return to their
public or other, mainstream independent schools to complete high school. Today, the
expectation is that students will stay for all four years of high school in preparation
for college.
While the mission of Bishop’s Rise remains consistent with the school’s early
commitment to students with learning (dis)abilities/differences, the program has
evolved over time in response to changing research, understanding, and experience.
Bishop’s Rise School became a co-educational school in the mid 1970s, reflecting the
understanding that boys and girls are affected by learning (dis)abilities/differences.
Although the female representation on campus has risen consistently since the school
became coeducational, the number of female students still reflects the rate at which
males and females are identified with learning (dis)abilities. During the period in
which this study was completed, the student body was comprised of 79 males and 44
females.
In recent years, Bishop’s Rise School has moved away from the notion that
learning (dis)abilities are neurologically-based and toward a conception of (dis)ability
as socially constructed. The school takes the position that every student leams
uniquely and that many students struggle in traditional schools mainly because
material is presented in a manner that privileges a limited range of talents.
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Throughout its history, the school has maintained an overall student-to-teacher ratio
of 4:1 that has enabled it to individualize the curriculum to meet each student’s needs.
The school’s stated mission is to “educate students with learning (dis)abilities
by providing an intimate and encouraging community that honors the individual,
values learning diversity, and fosters personal and social growth.” Expanding on this,
the school’s philosophy statement notes that
Bishop’s Rise School believes:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

that every student can learn.
that every person who interacts with a student is a teacher.
that learning differently demands teaching differently.
that the foremost responsibility for pedagogical decisions lies with
individual teachers.
that all teachers should have the necessary resources for implementing the
curriculum.
that parent partnerships are an essential component in the pursuit of
academic and social development.
that we must encourage students to learn about learning and to form their
own beliefs in a search for intellectual autonomy.
that the exploration of the arts and exposure to athletics are essential
components in the development of independent, curious, and critical
thinkers.
that we must impart to our students a sense of moral responsibility for
their thoughts and actions in the hope that they will strive to be citizens
tolerant of the differences in the world that they will inherit.

The student body at Bishop’s Rise School, though diverse in terms of
approaches to learning, is homogenous in some respects. In tenns of socio-economic
class status, students tend, overwhelmingly, to be from privileged backgrounds. To a
considerable extent, this is determined by the school’s tuition, room, board, and other
expenses (averaging about $40,000 per student per year). The school does not
presently offer financial aid to families, and consequently, most students come from
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families with considerable financial means. In a number of cases, however, the
school works with educational agencies (e.g., public school districts) that provide
funding for individual students. In terms of racial and ethnic diversity, the school is
similarly homogeneous. Of the 123 students, 114 identify themselves as
“Caucasian,” 3 as “African-American,” 3 as “Asian,” 2 as “Hispanic,” and 1 as
“Native American.”
Bishop’s Rise School was chosen as the site for this study because of the
researcher’s relationship with the school as the director of education. The choice of
the researcher’s own school made sense given the action-oriented nature of the study.
Access to the site was readily obtained through discussion with the headmaster. The
ways in which this choice of sites was complicated by the researcher’s role as a
school administrator are discussed below in the profile of the researcher.
3.2.2 Participants
The participants for this study were seven teachers at Bishop’s Rise School.
All the participating teachers were members of the English department and all were
currently teaching literature and composition classes. Three of the participants were
women; four were men. Participants ranged in experience as teachers from less than
one year to 19 years and collectively had 43 years experience. Six of the seven
participants were certified teachers: four were certified in English, one in both
reading and special education, and one in elementary education. Six of the seven had
undergraduate degrees in English; one had an undergraduate degree in classics. Two

51

participants had master’s degrees, and two were presently enrolled in graduate
programs.
Interest in participation was solicited on an informal basis. A short
presentation about the study and a request for participation were made at an English
department meeting. Initially nine teachers expressed interest in the study. After the
first, informational meeting, seven teachers chose to participate. Participants were
given an information/consent form explaining their rights as participants and
describing the methodology for the study. A signed consent form was obtained from
each of the seven participants. Participants were assured that pseudonyms (both for
the site and participants) would be used in order to protect their anonymity; however,
due to the unique nature of the school, participants were advised that absolute
anonymity could not be promised. All seven teachers participated throughout the
length of the study.
3.2.3 Profile of the Researcher
Highlighting the central role of the researcher in the qualitative research
paradigm, Marshall & Rossman (1995) note that the qualitative researcher becomes
the “instrument” (p. 59) of the research. It is only with an understanding of the
researcher, his or her history, predispositions, interests, and predilections, that the
outcomes of qualitative research can be usefully consumed or valued. Toward this
end, I offer the following selective narrative of my life in school (prior to my life as a
teacher) that I hope allows readers of the present study to begin to construct a picture
that makes sense to them.
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I loved school as a young child. The “work” of school was easy, almost
second nature to me. It was fun for me—mostly because it was easy—and I knew
that adults around me were very pleased with this. Everything about the business of
school life was an easy fit for me. By the second grade, I was asking my first grade
teacher to give me copy of the first grade texts so that I could teach my younger sister
and brother at home. Even as a first grader, I had decided that I wanted to be a
teacher, though admittedly, I had also decided to be an astronaut, a policeman, and a
sprinkler fitter like my father.
By the time I was in middle school, I was much more circumspect about
making known my interest in being a teacher. I had, by then, developed a vague
sense of the way that other adults thought about my teachers. A strange combination
of fear and resentment accompanied the sort of odd respect that my teachers seem to
demand even when encountered in the supermarket over the summer. Both our
teachers and our parents seemed embarrassed to meet outside the classroom—
avoiding it carefully. As an occupational or professional choice, teaching was usually
quietly discouraged, except as “something to fall back on” when my friends and I
made overtures about being novelists while reading our first Huxley and Vonnegut. I
managed to leave high school hoping to teach high school English and at the same
time being afraid to tell anyone this.
As the first person in my extended family to go to college, I often had the
experience of facing the sidelong glance of parents and grandparents who seemed
worried that what I’d learned between August and Thanksgiving would somehow
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allow me to expose them as stupid or backward or common. I found myself, for the
first time, very uncomfortable having to speak one way at home and at work and
another way at school.
As I began to understand this discomfort, what concerned me was not the
stereotypical notion that theory issues from an ivory tower and cannot be “translated”
into practice. I have often thought that this is a convenient ruse (for those on both
sides of the imagined dichotomy) that has masked a much more real and pernicious
distinction: the distinction between scholars and teachers or scholarly work and
teaching. The aspect of this conflict that has been most important for me is the way
in which authority has been perceived and ascribed within the academic community.
More generally, I have been concerned with the manner in which knowledge is
produced and authorized. Within education, the popular stereotype is to understand
that scholars produce knowledge, teachers implement it, and the rest of us are simply
subject to it. To me, this has always been troubling. I have always been marginally
suspect of the authority and respect that scholarship enjoys in marked distinction to
the derogation of teaching as a profession in U.S. society. I have been even more
cynical about the deference paid to scholarship while teachers’ knowledge, based on
classroom experience, has been ignored or belittled.
When I got to graduate school, I was confused by but glad to find a number of
literary and educational ideas that located their understanding of the world in a
perspective broadly termed postmodern. The blurring of highbrow and lowbrow
culture that this perspective encouraged was something that I welcomed, especially
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because it seemed to allow for the blurring of the distinction between scholarship and
teachers’ own experiential knowledge.
I have also, since 1989 been a teacher and administrator at a private boarding
school for students with learning (dis)abilities. It is my experience as an English
teacher that has most contributed to this research. At one time or another I have,
myself, felt all the elation, confusion, depression, exhilaration, and a thousand other
things that teachers in this study express. It has been, in part, to respond to my own
continuing questions about being a teacher that I have undertaken this research. As a
school administrator, I have been supervisor, brother, mentor, confessor, and
evaluator to other teachers whose concerns have become mine as well. My role as an
assistant headmaster at Bishop’s Rise complicated the choice of my own school as
the setting for this study in several ways. It undoubtedly determined in unique (and
perhaps some unidentifiable) ways the data that I collected for the study. For
example, my solicitation for interested teachers to participate in this project met with
a much more enthusiastic and generalized response than have requests that other
teachers have made for their own projects. In fact, when asked recently by another
teacher how she might encourage interest in her action research project, I responded,
“Just ask—people seemed really interested in helping me.” She quickly responded,
“Yes, but you are the assistant headmaster,” and teachers have been much less willing
to give of their time to her than they were to me.
Similarly, just as many teachers at Bishop’s Rise complain that creativity is
stultified by students’ presumptions about or assessments of “what the teacher
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wants,” participants in this study most certainly tailored their remarks to their views
about what would be helpful to me, despite the care I took to try be open to anything
that teachers thought was important in their experience. This seemed more obvious at
the beginning of the project when teachers would often ask after I had read a journal
entry, “Is that what you wanted?” Furthermore, in many cases, I was asking teachers
to expose their uncertainties or explore their own assessments of their teaching—
something that would be difficult under any circumstance and must have been even
more difficult given my position as their direct supervisor. This is something that I
addressed in the consent form for teacher participants, outlining my responsibilities as
a school administrator for the participants as clearly as I could.
Among the advantages of my position was my role as an English teacher at
the school. I consistently teach two or three sections of high school English classes
each semester, and I think other teachers both respect this and know from our
informal conversations that I face many of the same challenges that they do each day.
Additionally, my position gave me the opportunity to put participants’ minds at ease
in many circumstances where another teacher supervising this study might not have
had the rhetorical position to do that. For example, when teachers discussed their
discomfort with particular instructional approaches or their failures with particular
students, reassurances from me that they were, nevertheless, excellent teachers
carried more rhetorical (and institutional) weight than they might otherwise have.
Over time, this allowed teachers to be more forthcoming in discussions, interviews,
and journal entries as their comfort with this project increased.
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All this is by way of saying that I am a stakeholder in this arena. My interest
in the experience of English teachers is both selfish and political. I do not even
pretend to approach this research as a model of disinterested objectivity. My
expectation in undertaking this research is not to understand, analyze and comment
on the experience of English teachers but rather to “represent” that experience in at
least some of its complexity, contradiction, and silliness—not to mention nobility and
honor. My object is to provide a narrative that can give those of you who are not
English teachers a way of approximating or imagining what it is sometimes like for
some of us who are.
3.3 Postmodern Validity and Research Techniques
Among the most daunting of problems faced in developing a research strategy
from within a postmodern frame is the issue of research validity. In Chapter 1,1
discussed the question of validity as a problem commonly faced by researchers
working within the qualitative paradigm (Marshall & Rossman, 1995; Lincoln and
Guba, 1985; Seidman, 1998), and it seems especially salient when working within a
postmodern frame that itself challenges the foundations on which research validity is
often based, within both the quantitative and qualitative traditions. In fact, the
concept of research validity is a modem concept. To attempt to reformulate validity
within a postmodern context is to a great extent to ignore the disruption of modernity
that characterizes much of postmodern thought. Scheurich emphasizes this point in
his review of current scholarship on research validity:
[Njumerous and apparently dissimilar constructions of validity are simply
different masks that conceal an underlying sameness, a singularity of purpose
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or function, that transgresses the supposedly incommensurable differences or
boundaries dividing various research epistemologies (1997, p. 80).
Scheurich goes on to identify that “sameness” as a reliance on or allegiance to the
“‘anonymous’ Western preconceptual, interpretive grid that judges ‘truth’ as
fundamentally dualistic” (1997, p. 87). The point here is that the modem concept of
validity relies upon a dualistic understanding that representations are either true or not
true and is analogous in suspect ways to the modem dichotomy of Same/Other:
Both conventional and postpositivist validity practices (unconsciously)
inscribe a two-sided ‘truth’ or ‘trustworthiness’ map; the both enact the same
two-sided ‘regularity’.. .the first side of the map (the valid or the trustworthy)
is privileged over or is superior to the second side—the Other (Scheurich,
1997, p. 87).
Scheurich points out that “Developing new imaginaries of validity, however,
is difficult. Simply to lay out such imaginaries is, in an important sense, to reproduce
practices of the Same” (1997, p. 88) and thereby fails to value the Other. The very
concept of validity, as it has been understood within the scientific and social science
communities until now, references an epistemology that assumes the existence of
fundamental or essential truths. That is, the concept of validity has been the measure
of truth in research—the outcomes of research are true to the extent that the research
design is valid (see Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Scheurich, 1997).
Within a postmodern epistemological framework, the usefulness (and indeed
the meaningfulness) of such a concept of validity is called into question: absent the
assumption of a fundamental reality to discover, a guarantor of the approximation of
that reality in research findings becomes indeterminate at best and probably
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meaningless. Scheurich goes so far as to suggest that “validity is but a mask for a
boundary or policing function” (1997, p. 84).
One approach to research “validity” within a postmodern context that seeks
self-consciously to avoid the Same/Other dichotomizing of modernism is Lather’s
notion of “transgressive validity” (1993). Lather suggests four criteria for re¬
presentation that she offers as alternatives to traditional criteria for or methodological
approaches to research validity: validity as simulacra/ironic validity; Lyotardian
paralogy/neo-pragmatic validity; Derridean rigour/rhizomatic validity; and
voluptuous validity/situated validity (1993). Taken as a group, Lather’s alternatives
to a modem, objectivist validity highlight the important role of research and of the
researcher in identifying problems rather than solutions, disrupting conventional
narratives, calling into question conventional truth claims, and extending the limits of
representation—even, and perhaps especially, beyond the point where even the
researcher feels comfortable and certain.
While provocative, Lather’s (1993) take on validity is by no means as radical
as others. Wolcott (1994) for example, avers that “validity neither guides nor informs
[his] work” (1994, p. 356) and that he does “not accept validity as a valid criterion for
guiding or judging [his] work” (p. 369). He suggests that a preoccupation with
validity limits and determines to an unfortunate extent qualitative researchers’
attempts “to understand, rather than to convince” (p. 369). Wolcott does offer what
he calls suggestions for “not getting it all wrong” (p. 347) in terms of qualitative
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research method, and they are similar to Seidman’s discussion about validity in indepth interviewing:
What are needed are not formulaic approaches to enhancing either validity or
trustworthiness but understanding of and respect for the issues that underlie
those terms. We must grapple with them, doing our best to increase our ways
of knowing and of avoiding ignorance, realizing that our efforts are quite
small in the larger scale of things (1998, p. 20).
Similarly, Seidman’s recommendations for interviewing technique (1998, p. 63-78)
echo Wolcott’s (1994) suggestions as well; both exhort the researcher to “listen more,
talk less,” and so on.
Other alternative conceptions of postmodern research “validity” reference the
“truth” qualities of art as a useful analogy (Stake & Kerr, 1995; Kvale, 1996;
Scheurich, 1997). Kvale (1996) proposes “craftsmanship” as a marker of validity (p.
241-252), noting that
Ideally, the quality of the craftsmanship results in products with knowledge
claims that are so powerful and convincing in their own right that they, so to
say, carry the validation with them, like a strong piece of art.. .Appeals to
external certification, or official validity stamps of approval, then become
secondary. Valid research would in this sense be research that makes
questions of validity superfluous (p. 252).
In designing and carrying out this study, I have borne in mind a notion of validity that
depends in part upon each of these alternative views. Following Lather (1993), I have
imagined the object of this research to be to re-present the experience of secondary
English teachers in a way that encourages problem-posing and recasts the familiar in
a disruptive way, providing an opening for discussion, debate, and dissent. In
engaging the participants and during the data collection phases of the study, I have
%

relied heavily upon Seidman’s (1998) injunction that “at the heart of interviewing
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research is an interest in other individuals’ stories because they are of worth” (p. 3)
and his insistence on the respect and sensitivity that must characterize the researcher’s
relationship with participants. Again following Lather (1993) and Stake & Kerr
(1995), I have attempted to offer the “findings” (I would prefer “constructions”) of
this research in Chapter 4 in a mode of re-presentation that subverts the traditional
authority of the researcher and the scholarly discourse and foregrounds the roles and
words of both participants and readers of research. It is within this context of validity
that the usefulness and justification for interviewing as a postmodern research
technique can be understood, and I discuss this in section 3.3.1 below.
3.3.1 Research Method
A postmodern theoretical orientation raises significant questions about many
traditional research methods, within both the quantitative and qualitative traditions
(Kvale, 1996). As I noted in Chapter 1, however, a postmodern orientation does not
contradict or make unavailable a notion of empirical research but instead, requires
new ways of considering data/analysis/interpretation/presentation; the same is true of
method. In fact, it may be true that no particular research practice is unavailable
within a postmodern perspective but that every practice must be reconsidered in its
application, political implications, and its creative usefulness.
Kvale (1996) suggests that interviewing techniques (as well as other research
methods) might be considered for their usefulness in “remold[ing]...new narratives,
which are convincing in their aesthetic form and are validated through their impact
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upon listeners” (4). Again, I have here chosen to refer to that complex process as “re¬
presentation.”
For this study, several methods of data production were utilized. One of the
principal methods of data production is in-depth interviewing, following Seidman
(1998). Seidman’s model for in-depth interviewing is predicated in part upon
assertions clearly challenged by a postmodern orientation, such as the existence of a
core experience that can be derived through an additive process of interviewing
several participants who claim to share a particular experience (Seidman, 1998,
especially 47-48). Seidman also takes great care to make suggestions for ways in
which the interviewer can limit the extent to which she contributes to the meaning
made during the interview process (see 1998, p. 71-77 in particular), always
emphasizing the importance of telling the participant’s story. While a postmodern
perspective rejects these possibilities, it does not, in doing so, reject interviewing as
method. Instead, within a postmodern perspective, interviewing is simply recast as
means to producing a particular set of data—one that is inseparable from both the
participants and the interviewer.
Given this recasting, I chose to use Seidman’s interviewing model as one of
the primary data production methods for the proposed study for several reasons. In
terms of practical considerations, the three-interview structure provides a framework
for both the participants and the researcher that is somewhat determinative and
therefore manageable and predictable, especially for participants. The various
objectives in the three-interview process provide for the production of data across a
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wide spectrum (life history, present experience, and reflection) but again, provide an
overarching structure within which participants could tell their stories. The structure
and object of the third interview, in particular, also seems to highlight the notion that
participants are constructing (or “reconstructing” to follow Seidman) their
experiences, not simply reporting them; this aspect of the process is, I think,
consistent with a postmodern perspective. I offer a description of the three-interview
process below.
3.3.2 In-Depth Interview Process
Following Seidman (1998), a series of three ninety-minute interviews with
each of the teacher participants was conducted. The interviews were spaced
approximately three to five days apart to allow for reflection by both the participants
and the observer.
3.3.2.1 Initial Interview
The initial interview is what Seidman terms a “focused life history” (1998, p.
11). The goal here is to encourage informants to reconstruct early life experiences,
particularly with regard to their school experiences in this case. Seidman stresses the
need for the use of open-ended questioning in the interview process. To begin the
initial interview sessions, I typically prompted the participants by saying something
like, “So, tell me about your earliest memories—especially of school.”
3.3.2.2 Follow-up Interview
The second interview is designed to construct the details of the experience
being studied; in this case, the experience of being a secondary English teacher.
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Seidman suggests that asking the participants to reconstruct a day from beginning to
end may be a useful way of eliciting more concrete details of the experience at hand
(1998, p. 12). The second interview in the series was often begun with a prompt like
“Describe a typical day as an English teacher.”
3.3.2.3 Final Interview
The third and final interview in the process allows and encourages participants
to reflect on the meaning of the experiences that have been described in the previous
interviews. It is here that questions like: “What does it mean to you to be a teacher?”
or “In what ways does teaching ‘make sense’ for you?” or “Imagine your life without
teaching” were asked.
3.3.3 Other Data Production
In addition to the formal interviews that form the largest body of data
produced in the study, focus group meetings of the participating teachers and the
researcher were planned weekly during the 2000-2001 academic year, typically
lasting about 40 to 60 minutes each. The format for these meetings developed over
time. Initially, I began meetings with a discussion of my aims for this study and
suggestions for topics that we might, as a group, discuss. As the process developed
over the course of the year, the participants more frequently came to these meetings
with their own various agendas, eager to discuss their current problems, successes,
and questions about teaching.
The teacher participants were also given tape recorders and asked to tape their
lessons daily, saving only those tapes that they felt contained interesting or important
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interactions and reusing other tapes. My research plan called for using the taped
lessons to provide situations for teachers to discuss during our weekly group meetings
or in informal interviews with me. On several occasions teachers did offer sections of
their taped lessons for review by the group—though very little, if any, lesson data is
included in the re-presentation that I offer here as the completed study.
Additionally, teacher-participants were asked to keep reflective journals,
addressing any aspect of their teaching that was important to them. Several teachers
made extensive use of this outlet for their experience; two teachers did not use the
journals at all.
3.4 Re-presentation and Commitments
3.4.1 Data
In this section, I outline the conception of “data” that guided this research and
the steps that I took to work with the data for this study with the intention of “re¬
presenting” a Conversation among Discourses that provides readers a way into the
experience of these English teachers.
In taking a postmodern perspective on the research situation, distinctions
between typically differentiated research activities are blurred (Scheurich, 1997).
Data “collection” is perhaps more accurately represented as a combination of
“production,” “selection,” and “construction,” and analysis and interpretation are as
present in the development of data as they are in the treatment and presentation of
data and “findings” (Scheurich, 1997; Kvale, 1996). Ultimately,
data/analysis/interpretation/presentation become a single complex of artifacts and
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activities that may be most analogous to artistic production (Scheurich, 1997, p. 7475; Stake and Kerr, 1995). In this study, I imagine and “re-present” a Conversation
between Discourses that can be constructed from the transcribed text of interviews,
focus group discussions, teacher reflective journals, and additional sources as diverse
as professional journals in English education and popular entertainment—all in some
sense become the “data” for the study. Again, as Schuerich (1997) and Gee (1999)
suggest, it is the beliefs (conscious and unconscious) that the researcher brings to the
research that determine its outcomes more directly than “data” presumed to relate in a
necessary and limited way to a “real world” beyond the researcher’s grasp. In this
case, among other important commitments, I have been guided by the notion that
Gee’s (1996; 1999) idea about a historical Conversation between Discourses can be a
useful way to imagine the situation in which secondary English teachers exist at
present. In other words, it is with Gee’s notion of a Conversation between Discourses
that I intend to imagine some of what it might be like to be a secondary English
teacher now.
3.4.2 Re-Presentation
In working with the data in this study, I proceeded with certain commitments.
In particular, I was guided by a desire to make the “analysis” and “interpretation” of
the “data” in this study as accessible as possible to secondary teachers and to a more
general audience as well. Stringer (1999) suggests that in order to offer “more
provocative accounts that provide empathetic understandings of events and
experience...research reports may look and sound more like fictional works
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novels

or short stories—than the impersonal, objective accounts common in many official
reports” (p. 168-169). Accordingly, I experimented with a narrative format for the
“re-presentation” of the data that creates an imagined Conversation between the
Discourses of teacher mythology and social science (following Gee, 1999). In the
narrative, the Discourses are personified (in a way that is consistent, I think, with
Gee’s concept), and the data for study are presented as statements made by one or the
other Discourse. I have re-presented this data using these two Discourses
predominantly. While I am uncomfortable with the binary opposition that the choice
to use only two overarching Discourses creates, I was also concerned that using
several, perhaps less easily distinguishable. Discourses in the narrative would make
the re-presentation unavailable to most readers and fail to allow readers to develop a
sense of the characteristics of the Discourses involved. In working through this
question repeatedly, it became evident to me that many other Discourses that I saw at
play in the data (e.g., the Discourse of accountability) seemed always to be
subsumable under the two overarching Discourses that I had first identified.
In following the postmodern orientation of the study, I have chosen to blur
distinctions between the various sources of data as much as is practical given
necessary scholarly conventions (e.g., citations of direct quotations from published
material). I have done this for two reasons. First, I am committed to disrupting the
conventions of rhetorical authority within academia that value published texts by
professional scholars more highly than the stories of individuals (and other sources,
such as popular entertainment media). Second, I have confined my interpretive and
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connective commentary to what I could re-present within the narrative framework of
the dialogue to assert my belief that as a researcher, my “interpretations” are as much
a product of the Discourses that I describe as the participants’ stories. The various
sources of data used in the constructed Conversation in Chapter 4 are identified
through the use of superscript numerals. Passages from interview data are indicated
with a superscript 1; passages from journal data are indicated with a superscript 2;
focus group data with a superscript 3; my connective text with a superscript 4; and
references to published data with superscript numerals that reference notes at the end
of Chapter 4. Additionally, it is important to note that in the constructed discussion I
do not indicate shifts between participants who provided the original data; in many,
many instances, what is represented as a single comment offered by one of the
Discourses is comprised of several pieces of data offered by several different
participants at different times. Conversely, I have sometimes represented long,
continuous comments by a single participant as several comments offered alternately
by the two Discourses.
3.4.3 Coding Data
Working with the data for this study, I have identified and described the
cultural models for “teacher” that were used by the participants. By reviewing the
corpus of interview, discussion group, and journal data as a whole, I provisionally
identified three cultural models for “teacher” that seemed to be useful in re-presenting
the stories that the participants told. Very briefly, those models might be labeled this
way: teacher as hero; teacher as villain; and teacher as professional practitioner. I
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chose to limit the re-presented Conversation to a dialogue between two overarching
Discourses: the discourse of the Social Science Profession (that takes up almost
exclusively the teacher-practitioner model) and the Discourse of Teacher Mythology
(that variously invokes the teacher-hero and teacher-villain models). I discuss this
decision and my concerns about it in Chapter 5.
3.4.3.1 Cultural Models for “Teacher”
In identifying the cultural models that the Teacher Mythology Discourse
provides for theorizing “teacher,” I draw on the two images of teachers that are
promoted, almost to the exclusion of all others, in American film: the teacher-hero
and the teacher-villain. It seems impossible to be a teacher in the United States in
2002 and be unfamiliar with John Keating (of Dead Poets’ Society)—the archetype of
the teacher-hero. Repeatedly, participants in this study made reference specifically to
this character during both interviews and group discussions. Other examples of films
in which Keating’s proxies figure prominently are plentiful and almost not worth
rehearsing: To Sir. With Love. Dangerous Minds. Lean on Me. Stand and Deliver,
and on and on (Farhi 1999; Heilman 1991). Farhi astutely suggests that such films
follow a fairly simple formula that begins with “one teacher, often male, ranging from
someone who has ‘different’ ideas to someone who is an outright rebel...an uncaring
or unwilling administration, incompetent or lackluster coworkers, and students whom
everyone else has given up on” (p. 157). Given this situation, and with “little
assistance from anyone and teaching methods that are barely existent, the teacher is
able to overcome the odds and quickly transform the class...becoming] something of
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a cult figure as [he or she] proceeds to solve the students’ personal problems...[while]
alienating] someone in a position of power, thus putting his job on the line”(157).
Almost inevitably, “the students...join together to pledge their support, because the
teacher has changed their lives forever. The end” (p. 157).
The world in which the teacher-hero exists has all the elements to which Gee
points when he describes a Discourse: socially accepted associations among ways of
using language, of thinking, valuing, acting, and interacting, in the “right” places and
at the “right” times with the “right” objects—associations that can be used to identify
oneself as a member of a socially meaningful group or “social network” (1999, p. 17).
In fact, the virtual worlds created through film seem quite easily to lend themselves to
this description: they include not only codified ways in which various stock or
archetypal characters interact but also the many artifacts of a (positively or
negatively) idealized campus on which this drama plays out. The cultural model for
the teacher-hero, then, theorizes teachers as: inspirational figures who enthuse
students to realize their dreams; saviors who rescue students from abysmal
circumstances; rebels who chafe against and challenge unfair institutions; and often
ultimately, martyrs who sacrifice their interests (typically their jobs) for the sake of
students.
In contrast, the Discourse of Teacher Mythology also provides the teachervillain cultural model that becomes the foil for the teacher-hero. As Farhi (1999)
points out, “there can only be one superteacher in a movie” (p. 158). Typically, other
teachers are portrayed as “incompetent, bitter, or drab and boring...[and having]
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given up on the students.. .[they] warn the hero not to bother trying” (Farhi, 1999, p.
158). The teacher-villain is theorized, according to this cultural model, as someone
for whom teaching is a means only to a paycheck and who is at best indifferent to
students but more likely actively hateful toward them. Participants in this study
seemed most often to invoke this cultural model by commenting that some other
teachers viewed teaching “as a job.” The implication here is that teaching ought to be
considered something more akin to a calling or vocation (in the sacred sense) than a
profession. Participants in the study several times made reference to the “Mr. Hand
type,” alluding to the automaton teacher in Fast Times Ridgemont High.
Recognizing the cultural model of teacher authorized by the Discourse of the
Social Science Profession (the teacher-practitioner model) was in some respects
simple. Throughout the participant data, there are references to teaching as a
professional activity that ought to take as its example other professions and their
professional activities, such as medicine. One participant made this link:
Somebody told me that these were the theories that adolescents needed in
order to learn, within the English curriculum and, supposedly outside, by all
the adolescent psychologists. Here’s the way they learn; here’s the way they
learn best, all that theory, so I guess I’ve been exposed enough to all that stuff
that I feel like I’m qualified. Who decides what the end-goal is on the
operating table? The doctor. Right? And you put your trust in that person.
In other ways, however, codifying the cultural model of teacher that is developed
within the Discourse of the Social Science Profession was difficult, perhaps because
so much of what we, as teachers, have come to think about teaching has been based
on this model. One way I have done this is to refer to a textbook used by three of the
seven participants in their teacher education programs. The text, Dynamics .of
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Effective Teaching (Kindsvatter, et al., 1996) boldly suggests on the first page
containing narrative text:
[This book] will appeal to readers who share our views on the following:
Effective teaching is basically sound decision making.
Teaching is an art informed by science.
A sound knowledge base is the bedrock of every bonafide [sic]
profession.
Translating this knowledge base into thoughtful classroom practice is
the challenge and task of every professional teacher.
Empowering teachers is the key to heightening their esteem and
improving the image of the profession (xiii).
Eliminating any doubt about how teaching is constructed here, Kindsvatter, et al.
reiterate that “informed decision making is the most credible plank in the argument
for teaching as a profession” and go on to suggest that, unfortunately, too often this is
“decision making by default” (p. 1). Here the cultural models at work to theorize
“teacher” from within the Discourse of social science suggest that teachers are (or
ought to be): professionals whose practice is informed by science; practitioners who
utilize research to understand and then implement “best practices;” and sources of
disciplinary knowledge.
As I have used the concept to construct a Conversation, the Discourse of the
Social Science Profession privileges definition, accountability, and a correspondence
theory of truth, is uncomfortable with contradiction, and rewards standardization.
The Discourse of the Social Science Profession privileges logical constructions and
reasoning, rejecting what it would characterize as sentimentality or emotionalism. At
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the same time, the Discourse of the Social Science Profession is large enough to
encompass, however uncomfortably, the theoretical forays into postmodernism that I
suggest have partly characterized the field of English studies in recent years. It is
perhaps the drive for professional respectability for the social sciences that holds the
Discourse of the Social Science Profession together where it might otherwise
fragment further. This drive for respectability has often resulted in the appropriation
of the methods and discursive practices of the natural sciences, which have enjoyed
the sort of respect for which the social science professions have been searching.
Using these three cultural models, I have coded the interview, discussion
group, and journal data. To do so, I have marked most of the data as referencing one
or another of these cultural models, by considering this question as I reviewed the
data: On what assumptions about teachers does this discussion depend? I have
attempted to code data in longer rather than shorter sections to avoid using any of the
aspects of these cultural models too literally or narrowly, and there are many places
where it is clear that multiple models might underlie the statements of participants. In
making provisional determinations in these cases especially, I have reviewed the
audiotapes and questioned participants again to gain a sense of the original
statements. It has been useful, throughout this process, to remind myself that neither
the cultural models nor the Discourses of which I have taken them as indicators exist
as static artifacts but are, rather, metaphors for re-presenting the experiences of the
participants (which are, in turn, constructions themselves).
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I have worked back from the coding of cultural models, to develop a narrative
that assigns sections of the data to the Discourse of the Social Science Profession and
to the Discourse of Teacher Mythology, as personified discussants in an imagined
Conversation, following Scheurich who argues that we need:
new imaginaries of interviewing that open up multiple spaces in which
interview interactions can be conducted and represented, ways that engage the
indeterminate ambiguity of interviewing, practices that transgress and exceed
a knowable order (1997, p. 75).
I have also included in that dialogue “data” from sources such as published scholarly
articles and popular entertainment media in the hope of more fully re-presenting the
Conversation between these Discourses. It is important to note that I have coded
“data” from these sources using the same method and assigned them a speaker (either
the Discourse of the Social Science Profession or the Discourse of Teacher
Mythology) based not on their source but rather on their invocation of cultural
models. The necessity for coding a particular piece of text as I have may seem
absent, especially in the early sections of the Conversation, before the “characters” of
the two Discourses have had space to develop. There are three other considerations
that it is useful to make in understanding my method and the resulting Conversation
here.
First, as a general consideration, I attempted to re-present the Conversation in
a way that would allow a reader to develop a sense of each of the two Discourses
enacted here by participants. In many cases, a simple and definitive coding
determination could not be made on the basis of a single section of the dialogue,
%

taken in isolation.
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Second, the requirements of constructing a intelligible “dialogue” between the
two Discourses also factored into my coding of passages for the Discourse of the
Social Science Profession and the Discourse of Teacher Mythology. There are
conversational demands that make a change in speaker necessary in order to preserve
the continuity of each speaker’s positionings over the space of the Conversation—and
also those necessary simply to produce a dialogue that approximates conversation.
Furthermore, the use of data from multiple sources, intertwined to fonn a newly
constructed Conversation meant that the original context for a statement was
sometimes overcome by the new context in which I used the data to create the
Conversation, though I was careful not to intentionally misrepresent the positioning
of which I was aware in the original data.
Third, the Discourses of Teacher Mythology and Social Science Profession
shift and overlap as they are enacted by real individuals in actual situations. In many
cases, even similar lines of argument could be attributed to either Discourse, though
perhaps for different reasons. In the end, the process of coding the data was
somewhat fluid, and I repeatedly reviewed and revised the coding as I constructed the
Conversation, working with the participants in the study to check my understanding
and positioning of passages against theirs.
Consider the following section from the constructed Conversation in Chapter
4, for example:
1

Social Science
Profession:

I was talking to a friend who is not in teaching, about
Dead Poets1, and it was on all weekend on TNT. They
were re-running it all weekend.3 Some time after
seeing Dead Poets’ Society I ran into a friend who was
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the successful headmaster of a reputable private
school. I asked him whether in his professional life he
had ever encountered a Keating. Oh yes, he said, you
run into them now and then. He identified by name
the current Keating at his own school. This man had
written a somewhat best-selling book, one that rather
questioned the whole educational process. Hence he
had become the resident wise man; he was given to
acknowledging his own wisdom, running a special
classroom show, condescending to his colleagues, and
thus creating a followership that did not ease the basic
processes of the school.5 I just mentioned to him that
in this particular film the teacher is seen as the
outsider, working on the side of the kids, not really
working within the system, but working on the outside
of it, and he said he never really thought of it that way,
but he sees the relevance of that. The more movies
that he thought of, the more he realized that a teacher
is presented in a certain way. The teacher that you're
supposed to revere, or whatever, and then he's about to
get fired for doing something right. Something
unconventional. Edward James Almos, Stand and
Deliver—the math teacher.3
2

Teacher Mythology:

That was a true story.3

3

Social Science
Profession:

Then he just listed off all these other teachers. Have
you been watching Boston Public?3

4

Teacher Mythology:

It's a big city public school, so there are things I can't
completely identify with or be able to tell if they are at
all on target or whatever, but there teachers are at least
presented as human beings with many sides, which I
appreciate a great deal.3

Passage 1, attributed to the Discourse Social Science Profession, lays out the
concept of the superteacher in the way that participants in study had discussed it.
Taken in isolation, the passage only begins to take an identifiable position on the
concept of the superteacher—if it does so at all. Without following the argument
through the next few interchanges, it would be impossible to assign this passage to
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either Discourse. That is, considered in isolation, this passage does not appear to
depend particularly on any of the cultural models for teacher that I have identified as
a means of coding the data. Passage 1 is composed of three separate pieces of data
from different sources: two pieces from a focus group discussion and one piece from
a published source, further complicating the coding of this section.
Passage 2, “That was a true story,” seems, in relation to passage 1, to be a
rejoinder, a defense of the superteacher and the films that portray the superteacher.
The participant who made this remark confirmed this reading of the statement. Given
this, it seems clear that the speaker in passage 2 understood and positioned the
speaker in passage 1 as questioning the value of the superteacher myth—an
enactment of the Discourse of the Social Science Profession, I thought, in its rejection
of sentimentality and its privileging of “realistic” considerations over emotionalism.
Passage 3 seems like a further attempt to pursue a rational argument about the
unrealistic portrayal of teachers in the media, offered again by the Discourse of the
Social Science Profession. In passage 4, the Discourse of Teacher Mythology
continues its defense of the humanity of teachers—perhaps identifying the
superteacher as an ordinary, flawed human being who is nevertheless able to make a
difference, and so on.
It would be impossible to code these passages in isolation, and through my
construction of the Conversation between the Discourse of Teacher Mythology and
the Discourse of the Social Science Profession, I negotiated the coding of passages in
the more fluid way that I have described here. This process again highlighted for me

77

two important aspects of this research: first, that Discourses are themselves fluid,
malleable, and overlapping and not always easily parsed; and second, that the
particular Discourses with which I am working here (and even the notion of a
discursive reality) are themselves metaphors—ways of approximating, interpreting,
and re-presenting what we identify as “real.”
While my hope is that the dialogue in Chapter 4 will provide a reader with a
sense of the assumptions of these two Discourses in a way that recognizes the
complexity and nuance involved, I recognize that it might be useful for readers of
Chapter 4 to have a shorthand for identifying some of those assumptions as they work
through a first reading of the chapter. With that in mind, and with some misgivings, I
have developed a chart that indicates some of the central themes that I saw in the data
and the corresponding assumptions upon which the Discourse of Teacher Mythology
and the Discourse of the Social Science Profession depend. While there are many
ways in which the assumptions of these two Discourses stand in contradistinction to
one another, there are also ways in which they clearly overlap. In Table 1, below,
overlapping assumptions are indicated in a third column headed “Overlapping
Assumptions.” I offer the following table as a sort of readers guide to Chapter 4.
Table 1: Assumptions of the Discourses
Themes in the
data
I became a
teacher
because

Overlapping
Assumptions

Teacher Mythology
Assumptions
.. .1 wanted to make a
difference for kids.
.. .1 love my subject matter.
.. .it’s important for kids to
love English as I do.
...I loved school.
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Social Science Profession
Assumptions

Themes in the
data

Teacher Mythology
Assumptions

Overlapping
Assumptions

Curriculum is
determined by

...students’ interests and
needs.
.. .my interests and needs.

The “point” of
high school is

...to help students develop
their minds.
.. .to expand students’
horizons.
...himself.

...to help students
develop skills

Teaching is
successful if

...students come to love
intellectual inquiry.
...students feel supported
and loved.
.. .1 can maintain my love of
intellectual inquiry.
...I feel that I have
“reached” students.
...I feel good about the year.

...students are
prepared and
motivated to pursue
the next step in their
education.

Students are
successful if

.. .they think independently.
...they connect with me.
...they learn to love
learning.
...a way of life.
...shaping young minds.
...helping students
accomplish their dreams.
...helping students to
“escape” unfortunate
personal circumstances

A teacher is
responsible to

To me,
teaching
means

...her students.

Social Science Profession
Assumptions
...the state.
...the school board.
...the profession.
...research.
...to prepare students for
college.

...the profession.
...the school administration.
...the state.
...parents.
...all students meet
minimum standards.
...teachers are able to cover
everything in the
curriculum.

...they learn basic skills.
...they succeed on
standardized measures.
.. .being a responsible
professional.
....making informed
decisions.
...being realistic.
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CHAPTER 4
CONVERSATION BETWEEN DISCOURSES
4.1 Introduction
In this central “data” section of the dissertation, I offer the
data/analysis/interpretation/presentation that I discussed in the methodology section
of Chapter 3, constructed almost entirely of the verbatim “data” for this study.

As I

argued earlier, data collection, analysis, interpretation, and re-presentation were
treated as a single complex of artifacts and activities that may be most analogous to
artistic production (Scheurich, 1997, p. 74-75; Stake and Kerr, 1995). In this chapter,
I imagine and “re-present” a Conversation between Discourses that can be
constructed from the transcribed text of interviews, focus group discussions, teachers’
reflective journals, and additional sources such as professional journals in English
education and popular entertainment media.
I recognize the risk in offering this Conversation as the product of doctoral
study; as Laurel Richardson (1993) suggests in her article about re-presenting
sociological interview as poetry and fieldnotes as drama: “Because the.. .texts violate
conventions, they are vulnerable to dismissal and to trivialization as commonplace”
(1993, p. 705).

However, also as Richardson suggests, doing so “exposed the truth-

constituting, legitimating, and deeply hidden validifying function of the genre, prose”
(1993, p. 696).
As Schuerich (1997) and Gee (1999) suggest, it is the beliefs (conscious and
unconscious) that the researcher brings to the research that determine its outcomes

more directly than “data” presumed to relate in a necessary and limited way to a “real
world” beyond the researcher’s grasp. In this case, among other important
commitments, I have been guided by the notion that Gee’s (1996; 1999) idea about a
historical Conversation between Discourses can be a useful way to imagine the
situation in which some secondary English teachers exist at present. In other words,
it is with Gee’s notion of a Conversation between Discourses that I have imagined
some of what it might be like to be a secondary English teacher now.
The Conversation that I present is postmodern in two important ways and
highlights the postmodern situation in which I would argue these teachers exist. First,
the methodology that I have used and the commitments that I brought to this research
in seeking to present a Conversation among the Discourses enacted by teachers is
postmodern insofar as it assumes the discursive production of reality, rejecting a
representational epistemology. It recognizes the complicated and often contradictory
inclinations of individuals whose identities, at least as teachers, are fragmentary and
inconsistent. What I offer here is self-consciously a creation, a constructed “reality”
that I have imagined using the data as I have described it. That said, I have been
meticulous in my effort to use the data in a way that is respectful of my understanding
of it in its original context while attempting to expand that context to the level of a
Discursive Conversation.
Second, the participants’ sense of contradiction and their uneasiness with that
contradiction is central to the narrative that I have constructed. This uneasiness is, I
suggest, due in part to the participants’ enactments of Discourses that have at least
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begun to experiment with a postmodern epistemology. I think this experimentation is
especially evident in the professional literature of English studies that I discussed in
the literature review in Chapter 2 and, to some extent, looms in the background of the
Discourse of the Social Science Profession to whatever extent that Discourse
subsumes or overlaps with what I might call the Discourse of English Studies.
Throughout the dissertation, I have stressed that I do not believe that the
participants in this study openly assert a postmodern perspective or would even
necessarily recognize the alignments that they make as postmodern. In fact, their
various enactments of the Discourse of the Social Science Profession, which can
reference both postmodern epistemological commitments and the representational
epistemology of the natural sciences, seem a source of considerable consternation to
them. In the end, however, the “postmodemness” of these teachers’ situation is not
the point: what I have attempted to do in the narrative is re-present the data that I had
in a way that might convey the experience of these teachers to those who have not
had this experience themselves.
The narrative is presented in four sections, thematically divided. In section
4.2, the Discourses of Teacher Mythology and the Social Science Profession discuss
how they came to teaching, the expectations they had coming in, and their view of
those expectations now. In section 4.3, the Discourses discuss the scrutiny under
which teachers find themselves and the various constituencies to whom teachers often
feel beholden. In section 4.4, the Discourses discuss curriculum planning and address
the idea of choosing texts, specifically, and in section 4.5, the Discourses take up the
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subject of the meaningfulness of teaching—and talk about why (and sometimes
whether) they stay in the profession. My hope is that the narrative allows a reader to
begin to develop a sense of the two Discourses that I have personified here: that the
hopefulness, optimism, rebelliousness, and sometimes irresponsibility of the
Discourse of Teacher Mythology begins to take shape as does the sense of
professional responsibility, skepticism, and reference to norms of the Discourse of the
Social Science Profession. My intention is not to glorify one Discourse and vilify the
other—there are elements of each that the “good” teachers that I have worked with
here reference repeatedly. If readers of the narrative come to realize some of the
complexity of being a secondary English teacher and are provoked to see this
situation in new ways, asking new questions of themselves, their teachers, and their
schools, I think the narrative will have succeeded.
As I noted earlier, the imagined Conversation that follows was cobbled
together entirely from the data that I collected for this study. By data, I mean the
transcripts of interviews, focus group discussions, teachers’ reflective journals,
articles from professional journal and other publications, and popular entertainment
media. Except where otherwise noted (by square brackets), the Conversation is
constructed of verbatim passages from the data. The source of each passage is
indicated at the end of the passage with a superscript numeral, following the legend in
Table 2, below. I have intentionally made no attempt to identify or distinguish the
words of individual participants in the imagined Conversation; however, where
several consecutive passages are identified with the same superscript numerals, this
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indicates a change in speaker or lapse in chronology in the original transcripts.
Conversely, I have sometimes represented long, continuous comments originally by a
single participant as several shorter comments offered alternately by the two
Discourses in the Conversation.
Table 2: Sources of Conversation Data
Superscript
numeral
1
2
3
4
5-28

Source of data
Interviews
Teachers’ reflective journals
Focus group discussions
Researcher (my own, limited connective commentary)
Published sources as noted at the end of the chapter

4.2 “Boy, walk with a purpose”
Teacher
Mythology:

How did I get here, well that’s a good question. How did you get
here? 1

Social Science
Profession:

I became an English teacher because it was one of the positions
open at Bishop’s Rise School, and I needed a job. I applied for the
job after a couple of people told me that they were hiring. I went
for an interview and I was hired to teach reading and writing. Why
do I continue to do this rather than something else? Well, I teach
English because those are the classes that I am assigned to teach
here at Bishop’s Rise. I stay at Bishop’s Rise because I work with
a bunch of very nice people, I like the kids, I enjoy the subjects I
teach, although it can be very challenging at times. And it is three
minutes from my house.1 We can talk about that later—tell me
your story about becoming a teacher.4

Teacher
Mythology:

I had an eighth grade teacher who, if I think now, maybe had the
biggest impact on me in all my years of education. Her name was
Regina B. Key, and she, she ran her class like I had never
experienced before. There were only three boys in the class—
myself and two other boys and probably twenty-three girls. And
she set the class up—the first day that we went into class, I was
terrified of her, I have to tell you because I had heard horror stories
about her all the way through. The first day of class we’re all
sitting there with hands folded on the desk, and she had drawn a
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picture on the blackboard—on the back blackboard—this real
multi-colored picture with a poem by Robert Frost:” The Road Not
Taken.” And she had us all turn around, and she read it to us.
Then she pointed over to the comer where she had bookcases of
books and she said, “Class, they’re here for your perusal.” And I’m
thinking, “What’s ‘perusal?’” So, she’s already stimulated me to
try to figure out what she’s talking about. Being one of only three
boys, every day we had to do the news, and she had the three boys
go up and do the news. She said that we had to introduce
ourselves as “Messrs” Stone, Williams and Greenwich—at the
rostrum—that's what she called it. She had a rostrum, and we had
to go up in front of the class and do it every day. I was voted class
president, and I was getting a lot of static, you know, “Why don’t
we go on a trip to an amusement park?” and “Why don’t we do
this or that.” You know, and I’m only thirteen years old! And this
woman still intimidates me, and I wanted to quit. But she told me
to keep my head up and walk with a purpose. And I remember
that. And she said, “Boy, walk with a purpose.” And I never knew
what she meant, and I’m not even sure if I know what she means
now, but I know when I get up every day, I have a purpose. She
must have been good—she taught until late into her 70s when she
died. I went back a couple of times in high school, and I
remember the look of fear on all the students’ faces in there. But I
also remember all of the people coming back to see her when I was
in her class. I'm talking adults—people who are my age now—
coming back and thanking her for making them who they were.
All it really was was discipline, attention—as much as she beat
everybody up verbally, it wasn't really on purpose. She did a lot of
goofy stuff, too. She used to invite the mayor of Cambridge to our
oratorical contests. You had to memorize a poem and get up there
and do it. All we got was the lieutenant mayor, but the
superintendents of schools—they all sent representatives. I mean,
she was pretty well respected. Nobody messed with her, because
she was around before my school was. I went to the Martin Luther
King School, she was there when it was the Hogan school. But it
always impressed me that people came back. Adults with children
and everything—they came back.1
Social Science
Profession:

So that’s it—she inspired you to teach? 4

Teacher
Mythology:

I think that with all my experiences that I had a lot to offer students
because I had a diverse upbringing, if you want to call it that. My
education wasn’t confined to school, and I know that’s what
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everybody deals with in life. I started thinking about Miss Key. I
don’t know how many people she helped; I don’t really know if
she helped me except for that one phrase. So if that’s going to be a
motivating phrase in my life, she really made a difference in my
life. She made a difference no matter how minuscule; she did
something; she made some effective change in me.1 I am a
teacher. I’ve been a teacher for the past six years of my life. I
entered the profession with hesitation and uncertainty. I asked the
questions that all adults ask themselves when confronted with the
possibility that “this is it” (“this” referring to whatever profession
one enters into, whether it be banking or psychology or genetic
engineering). I pondered the question endlessly during my
commute to Hardwick and, oftentimes, considered driving away,
far away, never to be heard from again. I imagined starting a new
life in a new city with a new identity. It would be easy to do, I
thought. I had heard stories of people who had “packed up” and
started anew, disregarding their lives of responsibility and duty for
a more hedonistic and egocentric lifestyle. Some philosophers
believe that all human behavior is, at its core, selfish and based
entirely on fulfilling individual need and want. Who was I to
challenge this universal truth that had been so eloquently detailed
in tomes as ancient as the sky? But, for some reason, I felt drawn
to Bishop’s Rise.2
Social Science
Profession:

That reminds me of my own school experience, sort of, and my
favorite teacher.3 When I was a junior in high school we were
being inducted to the national Honor Society and we had to pick
the teacher in elementary school that most influenced us or
whatever, and I picked her—Nancy Naldone. She was nice, and
she gave me an Ewok pencil once as a prize in the first grade. I
lived in Hardwick my entire life. Bom in Ware at Mary Lane
Hospital. Lived on Jackson Road up until two years ago, and
shared a house. We lived downstairs and my uncle lived upstairs
with his wife and kids, and I had a cousin who was the same age as
me, and they had another daughter the same age as my sister, and a
little boy almost the same age as my brother. In first grade, I had
Mrs. Naldone—she was my favorite teacher—that I ever had. She
was my first grade teacher, and my cousin was in my class with
me, and we used to always be last in line, every single day. We'd
make ourselves be last in line, so finally she got sick of it and she
decided she was going to bribe us to not be last in line, so she told
us if we were not last in line for an entire week she'd give us a
prize. We would diddle at our desks until everybody else was
lined up and then we'd get in line, or we'd give everybody cuts
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until we were last in line. I have no clue why we did that. But we
did that, and finally she said that she'd give us a prize if we could
not be last in line. So we weren't last in line for a whole week, and
she gave us Star Wars pencils. 1 think I got an Ewok one, and my
cousin got an R2D2 or something like that. We were always
together. When we were at home we were always together—we
would play together and stuff like that. I remember one first day
of school because I have a picture of it. I was wearing blue jeans
and this orange and yellow striped shirt. It must have been like
fourth or fifth grade or something like that. I remember in second
grade I had Mrs. Olofski, and I hated her. I had her for second and
third grade—and absolutely hated her. And she used to yell at us
not to tip back in our desks. And one day I was sitting there
tipping back in my desk, and I took it right over backwards and the
desk fell on top of me. Of course everyone laughed at me, but it
really hurt. And then I understood why we shouldn't tip back in
our desks. Also that year her son died, it was in the winter—he
was out sledding being pulled by a four-wheeler, and he hit a tree.
So after that my mom was like “Never do that.” I won't let my son
do that. My husband wanted to do it with him once, and I was
like, “No, you're not going to because a boy had died.” Fifth and
sixth grade. Those years were terrible. They still are terrible. The
teachers were the worst. I had this one teacher, Mrs. Frederick—
she had a pink classroom. Because when I went to school, now
they have the new elementary school, when I went to school it was
the white school and the brick school, and I was in the brick
school. And she had this pink classroom—she was the science
teacher and the language teacher, and there was this boy in my
class, Scott, who just was not very smart. He had a lot of trouble
in school. And I can just remember her basically calling him
stupid in front of the class. I was so appalled—I was so mad at
her—I was just like, “I can't even believe you just said that to
him.” I can just remember being so furious with her because she
was so mean to him. And there was another girl, Jessica, who she
was really mean to because Jessica was really slow. She still is—I
think she has like mild mental retardation or something like that
because she does have problems. But she was so mean to these
kids, I couldn't believe it. I hated her. She had all this makeup she
wore, and she had long fingernails that she painted fluorescent
pink, and she was like this older lady, and she was absolutely
horrible. And then I had Mrs. Buckminster who was a very good
teacher. She's now the principal of the Hardwick Elementary
School. I had her for reading, and I think I had her for homeroom.
And Miss Sands who is now Mrs. Puffins, who still teaches at the
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elementary school was okay. She taught math and spelling. She
was really into sports, like the Celtics and stuff, so she and the
boys would talk sports and sports scores and who's being traded
and that kind of stuff. Like a lot of these teachers seemed to not
care about people. They were just like, mean. They would give
too much homework and stuff like that, I don't know. My all time
favorite teacher was Mrs. Naldone in first grade. Maybe it was
because she gave me that pencil as a prize. I don't know. She was
just nice, and she never yelled at you—she taught you stuff. The
only thing I can think of that she did wrong was she had a tooth
chart, and if you hadn't lost any teeth you had a zero on it, and I
had a zero on it for the entire school year practically. I was the
only one who had a zero, because everyone else had lost teeth, and
I hadn't. And that was bad. I hated that. I guess I liked her
because I didn't like people that yelled, and she never yelled. She
didn't yell at me. The other first grade teacher, Mrs. Sconset—I
was so thankful I didn't have her, because she was so loud, and she
yelled all the time. But now that I look back she's the better
teacher. I think she challenges the kids more. She lets them move
more independently. Like Mrs. Naldone tends to keep all the kids
in the middle section. Mrs. Sconset, if she has a kid who's into
reading, she gives them a novel. If she has one who's ahead in
math, they skip the first three chapters of the book for that kid.
She moves them more at their pace—she lets them work more
individually at their own speed. They still do some things
together, but she lets them do more on their own. And I think she's
also, like now I realize her yelling isn't anger yelling, it's like
supportive, positive encouragement yelling or something like that.
Same thing with Mrs. Olofski, I hated her in school, absolutely
hated her. She was the worst teacher and she was so mean, but
now I see her yelling isn't anger yelling. Anyway, I just thought
Mrs. Naldone was a really good teacher. And then after she came
to the ceremony—the National Honor Society induction, because
they invite them to come to the thing, and after she came, she
asked me what I was thinking about doing, and I told her I was
thinking about becoming a teacher, and she invited me to come
and help in her classroom. So I helped in her classroom for like
three years volunteering, working with kids and she let me do
basically whatever I wanted whenever I wanted. She let me teach
them or help or listen to them read or do bulletin boards or
whatever. I guess I helped her a lot and got to see all the different
teaching methods that she used, and I helped other teachers in the
school and I found out that the teachers I hated when I was little
are actually the best teachers. Mrs. Naldone wasn't actually the
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best teacher there. The other first grade teacher is actually a better
teacher—I hated that teacher when I was little. When I was
volunteering there for a while and I had the teacher who I had in
second grade and third grade, and absolutely detested her, thought
she was so mean and absolutely the worst teacher I ever had, and
then once I saw her actually teaching, like when I was a senior, I
realized that she was a very good teacher. I think because when I
was little they were just loud, and I didn't like loud teachers. The
teacher I liked was more one of the quiet teachers. They were loud
and bossy and I don't know what else. I was like scared of them
and stuff, but when I went back and actually saw them teach, they
were the ones with the most control of their classroom, treated all
the kids most fairly, and they actually taught something. In my
favorite teacher’s classroom, the kids more worked in groups and
they went at a kinda slower speed. In the other first grade where it
was the mean teacher, or what I thought was the mean teacher
when I was little—they were all working at all these different
speeds, and reading different materials based on their levels more,
and being challenged more and stuff like that. And my favorite’s
room, it was more “draw a picture” and I don't know; it wasn't as
challenging, I think. But I know when I request for my son, I’m
going to request the teachers I didn't like.1
Teacher
Mythology:

One thing Jonathan Mooney [author of Learning Outside the
Lines] said about teachers that I never really thought of but it
seems true to me anyway, was that one problem that a lot of
teachers have is the reason they went into teaching is because they
liked school. School is easy for them, or fun for them, or
something about school that they liked or was comfortable, and
then consequently that means those teachers don't get what it is
like to have trouble in school. I thought that was interesting
because I never really thought of that. That made me think. But
for me it wasn't that at all. I enjoyed school, but I think one of the
reasons I went into special ed was because in some way I could
identify with the students who didn't necessarily fit in and that's
why I decided to go into this direction. At least stayed in this
area.3

Social Science
Profession:

I don't agree with that at all—I hated school. I did okay, I did fine
and was in honors classes and the whole nine yards, but I definitely
didn't look forward to going every day, and I didn't enjoy writing
papers, and I didn't enjoy basically anything—I did what I had to
do because I had to do it. I struggled through to pass some of my
math classes, and I put in all the effort to get all the extra help to
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do what I needed to do, but I definitely didn't enjoy it and
sometimes hated it, because I had mean teachers and stuff like
that.3
Teacher
Mythology:

Oh, I loved school. There was a day I cried in kindergarten
because I didn't get the gold star that day. Seriously—the first day
I didn't get the gold star I started crying. I liked going to school
because everybody was around. And I liked school enough, too—
classes didn't bother me, but it's not like I loved doing the classes.
It's funny, it’s tough to think of any real memory before school.
The things that I think about the most are things that happened to
me and in my mind I've just been going back—you know, 5th
grade, 6th grade, 4th grade—just trying to see how far back I can
go with an actual memory, and I don't remember anything
before—I remember starting kindergarten. I still have the class
picture from kindergarten, and a friend that I still have to this day
was in my class as well, and so that, it's always fun to look at.
Nothing really sticks out as far as kindergarten goes. Moving up a
little bit, in first grade, because there were so many students in the
first grade class, some of us were chosen to move in to grade 2.
I'm not sure at what point in the year, but we kind of, I was never
sure of the reasoning, but we moved into grade 2. And I'm not
sure if we did the same work as grade 2 students or not, but I don't
think so, because it was done under the condition that we would
have to make up the time that we by-passed in the first grade. It
was some strange deal. It was on the multiplication tables and I
was really nervous about it beforehand, and it was in third grade.
It was just—I took the test and I got a 100 on it and I just
remember laughing about how silly it all was at the end of it, and
feeling good that I did well. Another interesting thing about that
class was, at certain points during the day you were allowed to go
to this big wooden whale. Not a cut-out, but it was a figure of a
whale painted, and it kinda cut you off from everybody else and
had bean bags and stuff so you could go there to read. I remember
liking doing that. I liked to do that. It was great—because you
were so small, but now you could probably just stand and look into
it, but kids being so small you couldn't peek in, so it gave you a
little privacy. I remember my grandmother telling me how
important school is. Telling me that sometimes you just have to
not worry about friends and sometimes the things you need to do
for yourself have to come first. Maybe one of the things that has I
think been important for me while I was growing up was my
grandmother and mother telling me not to—for example if we
were to see someone in a wheelchair or someone who was, I don t
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know what the term was but mentally retarded, they would tell me
not to laugh and to kinda feel sorry for them, but certainly not to
laugh at them because it s not the right thing to do, and I remember
that sticking. It s not as if I when I would see them I would point
and laugh, but I think I learned that particular lesson relatively
quickly because, and it sunk in pretty deeply, because I remember
when I was with my friends at school and we would watch
something or in any kind of social situation with peers, I would be
the one to say we shouldn't—maybe it's not the best thing to laugh
at. In grade school, the social aspect changed when I made up
grade one, so I was back with the students that were my age, and I
remember that I was a little bit more comfortable and I guess
socially I was a little bit more popular. I was kinda a hyper kid,
and you know, you start running around a lot and all that kind of
stuff, and so when I left 6th grade, most of my friends went to
public school, but I went to St. Mary’s and that was kinda tough to
do—to change. From 7th grade on, I never felt as if I fit in. Just
7th and 8th grade I just remember trying to fit in and doing things
that I wasn't comfortable with. Like in the classroom, just joking
around and acting like an idiot, because that's what I thought you
needed to do to impress people and to be with the in-group and all.
The academic stuff, it really wasn't all that difficult. Nothing
really stands out in 7th and 8th grade academically; socially again,
I was just a period of time I kinda felt around and really didn't
filter myself into one particular group. I think I was at least
tolerated by different groups. In high school I had—that was the
year that things started to change because I started to take things
more seriously. I failed two classes my freshman year—I just was
goofing around and not doing anything and not caring. One
teacher that I really remember—it was in one of the classes I
failed. Physical Science with a teacher that was a little demanding,
and I think it was part of her reaction to my lack of interest and
enthusiasm that kinda stuck with me. I hung out with a stupid
group of kids, and followed suit, and did dumb things and when I
had her in ninth grade for Physical Science, that's the way I was,
and I knew that she didn't like me very much. So I flunked the
class. I had to go to summer school. And that changed everything
for me. For some reason her not liking me was a bit more of a jab
than other teachers not liking me, because others I didn't really
care all that much about, but for some reason her opinion was
important to me and it took a while for me to change the way that I
approached school, but when I did, and started to take things
seriously, it was as if maybe she saw the change in me. And it was
her reaction to me that I appreciated the most. She made me feel
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important, she made me feel intelligent in those classes. Different
things that she did and said made me realize that she knew how
much I had changed. And she appreciated it and thought it was a
good thing. I had her for my, I think my sophomore and junior
years for Human Bio and then Physiology, and when I started up
again I wanted to make sure that I showed her what I was able to
do. So I did really well in both of those classes, and I think my
reaction to her was a big part of that, because I didn't want her to
think I was dumb, stupid or a jerk. I think because she seemed to
be affected by it in some way—the fact that I didn't care, it kinda
went by the boards with the other teachers. With her it seemed to
matter in some way. So it was the reaction itself, as opposed to no
real reaction at all, just kinda accepting with regards to the other
teachers, but with her it seemed to disturb her a little bit. It could
have been because she knew my older sister, and she was a good
student. I think that was a big part of the change in attitude that I
had at that time, and then from sophomore up I was a pretty solid
student—made honor roll and felt really good about that and just
did things on my own. I mean I had a few good friends there, but
no one that I, I would—I never went to parties or anything like
that. The English teachers I had in high school left no impression
on me whatsoever.1
I applied to UMASS Amherst, but I don't know—if I wasn't
accepted or—I don't ever remember receiving anything, And I
applied to just the state schools—Worcester State, Fitchburg,
Framingham—and just financially it was just the most sensible
thing to do, so that's where I went. It wasn't because they had a
great this kind of program, or that kind of program—it's just a
college to get me in and to get me started. That's the way I looked
at it. Compared to my best friend, I was a little bit more serious
about college. He was a business major, so he had a different goal
is being there than I did. I didn't necessarily—I had no mind for
business whatsoever—numbers really do intimidate me. It's not as
if I'm good with word problems either—it's just that I need to have
things explained in such a way that, I don't know, it's difficult to
explain, but I just don't enjoy math or anything dealing with math.
But he did, and I think maybe because of that, maybe I didn't feel
as smart, so I felt I had to really put forth an extra effort in
everything else, because I was never good in math.1
Social Science
Profession:

I think, I don't know, maybe it's a stereotypical thing, maybe it's
just me, but it seems as if people who are more intelligent with
regard to math and science are maybe seen as being above
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everyone else, because it's the math score that's important. Anyone
can do well in English, it's just reading and writing, you know
what I mean? But when it comes to math, that's a very specific
kind of skill that's required and if you can do that, then you're a
step above everyone else.1
Teacher
Mythology:

And I think because of that, because I knew early on that I wasn't
good in math, I never thought I was stupid, but I think I felt this
need to do a little more than maybe what was expected because, to
show people, that would be the only way to show people what I
was capable of doing, because sometimes I don't come across as
the most intelligent person, and I've never been afraid of putting in
the work. That I can say: every job I've had, maybe it's because I
feel insecure or inferior in a weird, dark hidden way, I don't
know—this is going way back, but my grandmother and mother
really put this work ethic into me that I know has brought me to
where I am and is still with me this day. I entered the program
with a major in English already declared, but I had done so with
the thought that I would eventually work my way into
journalism—everyone I guess thinks that. As evidence of my lack
of planning ahead—my inability to plan ahead effectively—
Worcester State really didn't have any journalism program to speak
of, so I kinda short-changed myself with that. At one point, I just
remember telling myself that it makes the most sense to do this,
because I really didn't think I was—when I entered college, it just
seemed as if there were only certain things you could do. You
could either become a businessman or whatever you call it, you
could enter the business world, you could become a scientist of
some kind, or work as a teacher of English. It just seemed that
those were the three main roads that people would take, and I
didn't think that I would be able to do the first two, so when I made
that decision, that's when I really started think of one professor in
particular who really kind of really changed the way I thought
about things. This guy from philosophy, and I'm not really the
most well-read person, although he was, but he didn't come across
that way. He came across as a very down to earth guy. And talked
about things in that kind of way. But the thing that I remember
about him is how important it was for him to keep doing new
things and learning new things, and just to take things a little bit
more seriously—to see them for the way that they are, whatever
that may be at the time. But it was just his demeanor, the way that
he carried himself that really came across to me that, that's when I
really took it up another level as far as working hard. It was
because of him that I decided to take, it was the following semester

that I took a math class, that I don't think I really needed, but I
decided to do it anyway because it would strengthen me all around.
It was like basic math. It wasn't basic math, but it wasn't
trigonometry. It was this guy who made me think to give it
another shot. Maybe I'll learn something from it. Well, because of
him I, for a while, I at least thought about minoring in philosophy.
So I took another philosophy course with another guy. It was a
logic course, and there was a lot more terminology and symbols
and things like that, which was referred to in the other philosophy
course but in a round about way, a very general way. And in the
logic class you really had to work with them to do it, and I just
didn't do well with that kind of stuff, and the guy was also just
very full of himself and brought in the books that he had written
and talked about women and you know, in a very demeaning kind
of way. The professor I liked, he just looked like a good guy to
me—he had a beard, and wore jeans and boots, and I don't maybe
that's why I dress the way that I dress. It makes me feel more
comfortable. And, I don't know. That's something going on out
there all together. I just felt like he was more of a decent guy than
the other. So that experience, that steered me away from minoring
in philosophy. I started out with ed classes I think the summer
between my sophomore and junior year. I started with some
education classes then. At first, it seemed like the only option, like
I said before, but then I started to see how it was a good thing. I
don't know, maybe it was rationalizing away everything, any
objections that I may have had or doubts I may have had, but
luckily I had some good professors who made it seem appealing to
do this for a living. Like Ayer when I had him for Milton. To me,
it seemed like he was just having a great time just sitting there
talking about it and he was getting paid for it. And I remember
with him, the idea of teaching, he made it seem appealing to me.
Not so much because he put in a lot of work beforehand or
whatever, but it just seemed like you could make a go of it doing
this, and do relatively well and be relatively happy. It may have
helped him that he was on the sauce, but.. .1 think he's quit that by
now. I think it was with him that it really for the first time made
the idea of teaching literature—I don't consider myself a literature
teacher all of the time, really. Literature is different than, in my
mind anyway, is different than a like a basic reading class, or
writing some forms of writing. There are some basic things—I
don't know, when I just hear the word literature, I just think of
appreciation of things as opposed to recalling information or the
basic skills—more interpretation and evaluation and things like
that when I think of literature. And opinion and discussion, and
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not just answering multiple choice questions or fill in the blanks.
Before my student teaching, a professor who I had for curriculum
development really did put me over the edge and made me decide
for sure that this is what I wanted to do. He really did. I was given
the opportunity to explain that to him, and tell him how much I
appreciated his work with me and the time that he spent with me
after class. When he talked about his past and how he went to
Cornell and all ot his other experiences it just really validated the
profession, I think. Because someone who came from so far away
and has managed to build up a new life in a new country and to do
really well for himself, and it just seemed to be like a very normal
thing to do when he discussed it and when he spoke of it, it was
apparent to me, anyway, that’s how he felt about it. That it was a
noble thing to do, while as other professors like Brisbome, I don't
know what his deal was. He was a nice guy, but I never got that
idea that teaching was being something noble from him. He did
the work for his courses, but there was no real advice that meant
anything or and at certain points I felt as if he thought it was a
joke—teaching was a joke, and no matter what you do, it's all
going to end up, you know, it's not going to amount to anything. I
never ever got that from Aisiku. Never. I started to do
observations, and I didn’t think that there was any way that I was
going to be able to handle these high school kids in the inner city.
And I remember being afraid when during my second semester
observing, a lady asked me if I wanted to get up and do something
for the class. I said, “No, I’m okay,” and I’m like a natural
speaker. But I was pretty overwhelmed because I thought the kids
were going to see right through me—how phony I was because I
didn’t have anything to offer them. And it wasn’t until I did my
actual student teaching that I felt like I wasn’t a phony. Like I had
all the schooling, here it was, it was time to put up or shut up, and
that was it. I worked with three different ladies, very different
teaching styles, very different bookkeeping styles, and you know, I
juggled all that and I got through it. I got through that, I found out
that I really enjoyed the kids. I found out that they were hilarious.
I found that I could be myself and still teach the content—that I
didn’t have to be someone I wasn’t. That was what I was afraid of
the most. I then did my student teaching at Bumcoat, and I think I
did really well. That was with LeBlanc, and he seemed to like me
a little bit. I was nervous, obviously, but actually the one thing I
remember about Brisbome’s courses is this: right before I had to
give some kind of presentation, I was nervous, and I said to
myself, “You’re mid-way through the program here for education,
and you can't be nervous. Just forget about it and do it. It's what
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you're going to be doing with your life, so you better get used to it
and deal with it.” After that I didn't really feel very nervous about
doing presentations in the classes, and after that I remember really
enjoying them and wishing I had more time to do them in every
class. I really started to speak up more, to raise my hand and
answer questions. It took a while for that to kick in, but it did.
Where I felt a little bit more confident in what I had to say and not
afraid to explain my opinion about something because I knew that
I could back it up—in literature courses and in education courses,
because I enjoyed both of those things a lot and still do. I felt the
most comfortable and the most happy in those kinds of settings.
And I don't think that was by default either—you know me saying,
“This is the only thing that makes sense, I'd better enjoy it.” I don't
think it was because of that. I think when I was able to experience
what it could be fully, you know, reading something then writing
about it, then talking about it, that's when it really all came
together, because I wasn't able to do that in high school. I wasn't
comfortable enough with myself and with everyone else around me
to do that. But gradually in college everything came together and I
was able to experience what I think literature is all about—all of
those things, and that's when I maybe for the first time saw what it
really could be instead of just sitting back and reading and just
answering questions at the end of the story, which is basically what
happened in high school. The guy would give us quizzes, the same
quiz—I had him after lunch—he gave the same quiz to the class
before lunch. So they would come to lunch with the answers, we
would write them out, have four or five sheets of paper on our
desk, write our names and five or ten minutes later take out the
sheets that were already done and just hand it in. And that was
that. There was obviously nothing like that in college, and it took
a while for me to really be able to explain what I wanted to and to
see things that could be seen in a story, and I think once I gained
the confidence I was able to pick up on things a lot quicker.1
Social Science
Profession:

I was thinking about this teacher I had—I had her for three
different classes. I had her for English and French my freshman
year, and then AP English my senior year. And there's a couple
reasons that I picked her out. Part was because she actually was
the first person to mention Anne Rice to me, to start reading Anne
Rice, and she hated Mark Twain. So she was like not what I
expected out of an English teacher at all. Why? Because
she.. .because she preferred Anne Rice over Mark Twain. She's
one of those teachers that you can get off the topic really easily—
just end up talking and talking all period. And she taught a lot of
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cool stuff for AP English that normally you wouldn't think of, like
we read something that probably wouldn't be considered a
classic—I don't remember who wrote it—this novel called In
Pursuit of the Green Lion, which took place in medieval times. It
was about alchemy and searching for the formula to turn lead into
gold, and it was—I went to an all-girls Catholic school, and it was
a very strongly feminist kind of, the protagonist was a woman, and
it was very much about her struggling within the confines of that
particular society—to run her own life and that kind of thing. And
in order to sort of work on projects for that, we ended up creating a
board game for it. Which is something that you'd expect to see us
do here, but at a Catholic girls school during AP English, it wasn't
the norm. Academic success made me feel like I wasn't so—like I
did have some redeeming qualities to myself that weren't
necessarily tied to how popular I was socially. I felt much better
when I received that academic recognition than I did the few times
when I was, socially speaking, kinda taken in with the popular
group. That satisfaction was very fleeting—but the satisfaction
that I experienced when I received some kind of academic
recognition or something like that was much more lasting and
something I was more proud of. I'm sure thinking back that was
all part of some kind of connection I was making in my head about
what teaching could be. I’ve always just been more comfortable in
a classroom because I could prepare myself for the event itself. I
could prepare myself for a class, and I always liked that much
more than even going to a party or going to the movies or
whatever. You can't necessarily prepare for that as well,
because—it's funny, because in a classroom there are 20-30 kids
and a teacher—I just felt more comfortable in that setting than I
did in the other setting, because for whatever reason I just was
never really able to predict or prepare myself for what took place.
I was comfortable in the classroom before I was comfortable
socially. And maybe because of that maybe that planted the seed.
I decided in high school that I should be a teacher. I've always
loved school—I've always been successful in school. But there
was a point in time when I started realizing I had a particular gift
for explaining things to other students when sometimes the
teachers couldn't. Especially math, because it's more concrete—
but I could notice it in that case. If someone had a question about
Algebra II and the teacher was trying to get the concept across to
them, I'd just raise my hand and say something and the kid would
get it. And once in American Elistory, one of the projects we had
to do was each of us had to take a chapter of the book and teach it
and present it, with activities. I don't even remember specifically
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what I did—it was probably lecture, because one of the things I'm
most comfortable doing is just standing up and talking. But I
remember getting feedback on it from my classmates to the effect
that “You did a good job—this is something you're good at.”1
Teacher
Mythology:

I also remember this one teacher because she made me cry once
when I was a freshman when I didn't do a homework assignment
for French, and she made me feel so guilty, because I loved her. I
was just destroyed when she was upset with me.1

Social Science
Profession:

I was talking to a friend who is not in teaching, about Dead Poets',
and it was on all weekend on TNT. They were re-running it all
weekend.3 Some time after seeing Dead Poets’ Society I ran into a
friend who was the successful headmaster of a reputable private
school. I asked him whether in his professional life he had ever
encountered a Keating. Oh yes, he said, you run into them now
and then. He identified by name the current Keating at his own
school. This man had written a somewhat best-selling book, one
that rather questioned the whole educational process. Hence he
had become the resident wise man; he was given to acknowledging
his own wisdom, running a special classroom show,
condescending to his colleagues, and thus creating a followership
that did not ease the basic processes of the school.5 I just
mentioned to him that in this particular film the teacher is seen as
the outsider, working on the side of the kids, not really working
within the system, but working on the outside of it, and he said he
never really thought of it that way, but he sees the relevance of
that. The more movies that he thought of, the more he realized that
a teacher is presented in a certain way. The teacher that you're
supposed to revere, or whatever, and then he's about to get fired for
doing something right. Something unconventional. Edward James
Almos, Stand and Deliver—the math teacher.3

Teacher
Mythology:

That was a true story.3

Social Science
Profession:

Then he just listed off all these other teachers. Have you been
watching Boston Public?3

Teacher
Mythology:

It's a big city public school, so there are things I can't completely
identify with or be able to tell if they are at all on target or
whatever, but there teachers are at least presented as human beings
with many sides, which I appreciate a great deal.3

98

Social Science
Profession:

And you think that is different than the norm?3

Teacher
Mythology:

Yeah, but I think it's mostly because this particular show—that's
the focus of the show. The teachers are the topic, as opposed to
some kind of force in some other kind of story. Nobody was
standing on the desk for me. But that's all right. And I don't mean
to say that I thought it was going to be completely like that—I
thought about the connection, when I thought about teaching at a
private school, I thought that maybe.... call me crazy, but that's it.
Now I think I'm working in Girl Interrupted.3

Social Science
Profession:

What does that mean?3

Teacher
Mythology:

The crazy girl in the psych ward. I think now I have no
expectations, really, I'm just happy things are going well.3

Social Science
Profession:

I don't think it's like the movies at all. I make connections, but I
think that it's completely separate from what the media envisions
as the perfect teacher-student relationship. I was actually thinking
about this because there's only one movie where I've actually
seen—we've talked about this a lot—but every time I see a movie
where's there’s a teacher in the classroom, I never see any teaching
going on.3 The superteacher formula is fairly simple. Take one
teacher, often male, ranging from someone who has “different”
ideas to someone who is an outright rebel. Give him an uncaring
or unwilling administration, incompetent or lackluster coworkers,
and students whom everyone else has given up on. With little
assistance from anyone and teaching methods that are barely
existent, the teacher is able to overcome the odds and quickly
transform the class.6 When Dead Poets’ Society came up for
discussion at family dinners, I plunged in without first testing the
waters. I held forth on how it was immoral when the teacher
became greater than the thing taught, living in the adulation of
innocent youngsters. One set of grandchildren ordered me to leave
the table. The other set, more mindful of the infirmities of age,
sentenced me only to the loss of dessert.

Teacher
Mythology:

But I saw Renaissance Man, even though you hate it—he's
explaining and paraphrasing Hamlet to the kids. They're showing
him teach.
%

Social Science

With some exceptions, films that center around teachers tend to
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Profession:

show them as almost superhuman, capable of permanently
changing lives a in a short period of time.8 Give me another movie
where the teacher is teaching in the classroom. There isn't one.3

Teacher
Mythology:

Good Will Hunting. mavbe.J

Social Science
Profession:

But that's not in a classroom. It's in a college room. It's the world
telling a guy that you can't—you're a loser, I can do this in my
sleep—that thing. He's already a mathematical genius.3

Teacher
Mythology:

To Sir With Love—a little bit.3

Social Science
Profession:

Not bad.3

Teacher
Mythology:

Dangerous Minds.3

Social Science
Profession:

Coming from the film teacher. Dangerous Minds? All the woman
does is go into the ghetto with blonde hair, doesn't get beat, doesn't
get her car stolen, she goes up and pulls a kid out of the projects.
That's not teaching—that's a little interaction. Think of a movie—
if you can really come up with a movie where a person is standing
in front of a classroom like you do.3

Teacher
Mythology:

Stand and Deliver.3

Social Science
Profession:

Yeah, he cut an apple in half.3

Teacher
Mythology:

Well, he's in front of the classroom teaching. What's wrong with
Renaissance Man? That reallv does.. .3

Social Science
Profession:

That teacher's pathetic.3 The Great Teacher is remembered as a
hot on-stage performer, the good teacher as a cool expositor of a
body of knowledge that is the essential survivor in memory.9

Teacher
Mythology:
Social Science

That makes it look too easy? 3

No, it's just completely, I don't know how to explain it, but it's just
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Profession:

not real. Okay. What he does and how the students react. It's
completely...3

Teacher
Mythology:

But these are also guys in the army who need to pass this class,
right? Yeah. So if you had that kind of motivation—there are
three things he does: he does simile, metaphor and oxymoron.
Those three terms, and I think he does them fairly well.3

Social Science
Profession:

I wouldn't use that as an example of good teaching in movies. I'm
not talking about—I said I've never seen anybody teaching in the
movies. I didn't say good. I've never seen it. Stand and Deliver.
Two plus two thing.. .And what does the kid do? Five minus
four.. .hey, give me a break. All I'm saying is art does not imitate
life. Especially with movies, especially with teaching.

Teacher
Mythology:

But, when I came here, that's what I thought it was going to be
like. How about movies that feature students? Like I'm thinking
of Paper Chase. That's something I always think about more than
any movie with a teacher in it, it seems. That gets me more
motivated than any movie with a teacher in it. That movie—is that
with Ryan O’Neill? No, uh, Timothy Bottoms. You know they
made that series on PBS? I loved that show. I watched that when
I was probably like ten, twelve something like that. And That—
what about Altered States.3

Social Science
Profession:

He wasn’t a student, but just surrounding himself in that area just
was really attractive—I was really attracted to it.

Teacher
Mythology:

Just kinda building your life up around academia. I have always
been attracted to that. And I remember in Altered States, and this
was what really kicked me into doing well in physiology in high
school, watching that movie Altered States. It was during the
winter, and just watching him take notes and it just really got me
going. Talking about movies, I don't know. It seems as if I've
been influenced more by movies that feature students as opposed
to feature teachers.3

Social Science
Profession:

When I see teachers in a movie like in Renaissance Man, it's so

Teacher
Mythology:

Paper Chase—not really. Especially when he was talking about,
he was really going off the deep end in that movie. Thinking he
could predict what the teacher was going to say next—that's not

■)

cliche.

typical.
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Social Science
Profession:

That's my point—it's not typical. Right. So why don't you have
the same objection to it as you have for the atypical teachers in the
movies?3

Teacher
Mythology:

Maybe I don't see myself as a teacher. Maybe I still see myself as
a student of some kind—a different kind of student.1

Social Science
Profession:

I don't feel like I know everything—of course I don't. I'm not
saying—did I say that? I'm talking about me.1

Teacher
Mythology:

You did, you did say it. So in order to be a teacher you have to
know everything? I feel more comfortable operating under the,
still trying to learn new things.1

Social Science
Profession:

No, but I don't know. I do that, too, but I make no bones about the
fact that I know more than the kids. For the most part.1

Teacher
Mythology:

What about Man Without a Face?3

Social Science
Profession:

I think that movie was—it wasn't a classroom situation either, but
how about Helen Keller?3

Teacher
Mythology:

What's the name of that movie? The Miracle Worker. I saw it
once—she was jumping her around because she wouldn't eat with
the fork. That's the only part I remember. I remember that from
the book. It made her out to be, and she actually—you really
admire that teacher, Anne Sullivan, for sticking with it and what
she ended up doing and accomplishing at the end. So we've
established what? That I live in a cliched world, and what else?3

Social Science
Profession:

That’s not it at all—that's not it.3

Teacher
Mythology:

Are you saying you got exactly what you expected walking into
teaching?3

Social Science
Profession:

No.3

Teacher
Mythology:

Well, what did you expect? You said you didn't expect to teach
until—someone told you that you don't teach for the first four
years or whatever?

3
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Social Science
Profession:

I guess maybe what I expected was to do well sometimes and just
to accept that other things just aren't going to work, but to just keep
going. I knew when I first started that it wasn’t—things that I was
doing, I chose to do because it was what I was assigned in high
school, or, and I knew that. But I expected to make mistakes. And
I still make...3

Teacher
Mythology:

And what, you imagine in some point in eight years you won't be
making mistakes?3

Social Science
Profession:

No, I don't want to be like that. I think it's good to make mistakes,
if you at least see them from a positive perspective than take
something from it—you know, learn something from...3

Teacher
Mythology:

So what you are saying is that your expectations haven't changed
from the day when you started teaching to right now?3

Social Science
Profession:

Because it's the same theory. They have changed, though, I think.
They've narrowed down a little bit. I know more things now than I
did when I first started, but I'm still going with the idea that some
things are going to work and other things are not. But I gotta keep
going along. I'm more confident now, and I feel better about it
now.3

Teacher
Mythology:

You feel better about teaching than when you started? Right
now?3

Social Science
Profession:

Yes.3

Teacher
Mythology:

And yet, you are thinking of not doing it next year.

Social Science
Profession:

To do something else in education.

Teacher
Mythology:

Come on, we all do that every year.3

Social Science
Profession:

Every year? Not me.3

3

3

*

Teacher

I think about it mid-year, and then I have parents' day, and then
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Mythology:

I... I don’t know, maybe it was, initially, a fear of failure that
forced me to continue my commute and make my way through the
back roads ot Hardwick and onto the campus every morning. My
first year was one of adjustment. I was confronted with an
overwhelming deluge of new information that, at the time, had no
meaning. I would read the materials which were assigned (faculty
manuals, code of conduct, student profiles, etc.), but I was unable
to internalize any of it. It was as if the words were vapor that I
simply could not solidify in any way and make real. I believed
that the meaning of all of this information would crystallize in a
moment of epiphany, a sudden jolt of realization and
understanding. Unfortunately, this moment of clarity did not
arrive. I struggled through my first year, trying to make sense of it
all, resenting those teachers who conducted their classes with
confidence and assuredness. I wondered about the amount of time
that would be needed for me to assume such control over my
classes. How long would it be? In all honesty, I think that I was
controlled more often than I asserted any sense of order or
organization. What was I doing? What wasn’t I doing? These
questions continued. New questions formed out of the transience
of my reactions to each day. Second-guessing led to quadruple
guessing and, ultimately, to blind shots in the dark. While in this
darkness, I found a sense of vitality that I had never experienced
previously. Imagine the impact of the realization that my approach
to the instruction of my students must bring with it a sense of
uniqueness and spontaneity. I realized that effective reaction was
elemental to effective teaching.

Social Science
Profession:

I was fortunate enough to have been provided with a solid
education that established, within me, a foundation. A foundation
of thought built upon the traditional forms of educational
philosophy. I could pilfer through the theories of men and women
greater than myself and extract, integrate, and “create” my own.

Teacher
Mythology:

So, time passed. I struggled. The process of creation continued in
the most unlikely of settings and at the most inopportune times. I
learned to eat, drink, and sleep with the “on-switch” switched to
the on position. I was to remain open to the suggestion of my
environment, regardless of its peculiarity or regularity. My
personal experiences would be melded into a lesson or a discussion
or, most importantly, a perspective. For instance, a disagreement
with a family member would be used as an introduction to the
reading of a short story. Or, an embarrassing moment of confusion
that I would experience would provide me with a new sense of
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understanding and empathy for the condition of the student who
experienced doubt in my classroom. It was, and is, a lifestyle of
experiencing, contemplation, learning, and sharing.2 I see
connections with things I read all the time, and like, just yesterday
in my American Lit class, we've been working with Thoreau, and I
was standing in the library and I just happened to pull a book off
the shelf. And I forget the woman's name, but she was an
environmentalist, and knowing that the relationship that Thoreau
has with many environmentalists now definitely in his time, I
looked in the index and just out of curiosity to see if he was
mentioned, and he was. And I told all the kids, “Hey look at this—
this is weird, huh? “And this morning I just pulled another book
off the shelf in my classroom about story telling something, but I
opened up to the dedication page I guess you'd call it—not the
dedication page, but whatever, the preface—whatever. But there
was a quote from Thoreau from Walden. I don't know if any of
those things mean anything, but it is—I don't know. It just seems
like there has to be a reason for it. I don't know what it is, but the
fact that I notice those things kind of gives me a kick. And it may
end with that, but it just is—and it's that kind of thing that maybe
that kind of sticks with me in the back of my head and gives me
ideas for something later on. Because when we come back from
break, maybe I'll decide to use something from the book from the
library. Why is it that she uses the quotes? Maybe I'll decide to
use something from the book in my classroom. Why did this
person choose to use this quote? I start with something and then I
just notice all these other things from whether it be the news or the
newspaper, a movie, whatever, I just notice all these other things
that connect and I just kinda bring them in and that just sets the
stage for the next part, and then so on and so forth.

4.3 “The reason for a teacher’s behavior is always in question”
Teacher
Mythology:

I have, for too long, labored over the conflict existing between
what to teach and the reasons why bothering to teach it.2 We are
confused about what we should be teaching, and how, and why.10
The reason for a teacher’s behavior is always in question. Students
question the motive for a teacher’s every utterance. Parents pose
similar questions; however, they always bring with them more
weight. You can have all these classes and all these people telling
you this and that. And read all these books, but until they're
actually in the room, I mean, a lot of these people come up with
these ideas, that students should be able to pick whatever they
want. And then actually, the people who are writing the books, I
really just wonder what it would be like for them in their classes,
really? If they taught the classes.3 I find the [journals] dominated
by name-dropping, unreadable, fashionably radical articles that I
feel have little to do with the concerns of most.. .English
teachers.11 Last year was maybe one of the worst years I've ever
had, because I kept asking myself that question and never
committed to anything. And in the beginning of this year, asking
that question? Why am I doing it?1 I started to, it's crazy, at the
start of this year I was going in that direction, like, completely
giving the students complete control over the class to let them
choose objectives and goals and they would guide their own
learning. And when I started with that, they did not want any part
of it. I guess I expected, in a sense that they would be more
invested in they learning if they were to choose the direction.3
And that was influenced by that book A Life in School. It kind of
got me thinking along those lines, but as soon as I committed
myself to a theme that I wanted to cover, everything has seemed
to, it's been falling into place much better this year than last. Last
year I remembered getting really worried—waiting, waiting and
waiting for it to happen, but this year I haven't worried, because I
know that eventually it will come, and it will come when it's ready.
I call it an incubation period, and I think I've learned to just kind of
let things sit for a while and they'll come out when they're ready.
It's I don't know, strange. But I try not to force things. Like, last
year over vacation, I'd, well not last year so much, but I'd come in
over vacation and spend a few hours here trying to force things
together, and it never really worked out well. I mean, it worked
out, but it just seemed too forced. I haven't done that so much this
year. I've just kind of waited it out a little bit and let things come
together on their own. A little bit more naturally. Maybe I've
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learned to trust myself a little bit more and even realizing that if
something doesn't come together for the Monday when we come
back, maybe that's not such a bad thing anyway. It's not the end of
the world. Before I thought that if I didn't have things up and
running by day one, class period one, 8:05, I'd be lost—it would be
horrible. When I say I get ready for the day, it's not as if I sit down
and write out lesson plans for each of my classes.1
Social Science
Profession:

In a modernist perspective curriculum plans are to be well
articulated, with ends clear and means precise.12 I do like to have
units prepared beforehand, and usually the things that I do prepare
take a lot of time, or take an extended period of time, so I don't
necessarily have to do things on a day-to-day basis. The things I
do on a day-to-day basis are slight changes because of what I've
noticed during that particular class. But something like this, it's
kind of like a foundation, I guess, and if there's ever any question I
can go back to it, but the way that it's built depends on what I see
during a particular class.1

Teacher
Mythology:

I've got these three stories listed. It’s what I intend to do. But if
“A Gentle Creature” doesn't work, I may re-think these other two
choices. But at least I have that to work with as opposed to just
now scrambling with nothing at all—with no foundation at all. It's
that kind of thing that I do when I say I get ready for the day. In
my head think about what this kid was doing yesterday. If there
was anything that I was unhappy about the day before, I try and
think about what I could do to change it that day. Like for
example, on Wednesday I spent a lot of time getting this stuff
ready for these classes, and kind of threw junk together for another
class. Well, not junk, but something that I wasn't necessarily
happy with. So I gave it to them anyway because I just didn't have
time to get that ready. And did the class, gave them homework,
and then the next day, which was yesterday, I wasn't happy with a
hand-out which was a chapter that I copied from the workbook
about summarizing and quoting others direct quotes and indirect
quotes—because this is all for research writing that we're going to
be starting—well, we have started. And it was just a chapter that I
copied from a book, and I wasn't happy with the copy, the pages
were off-center, and the colors on the original were too dark on the
copy. It just looked bad—I wasn't happy with it. So during my
prep periods yesterday I re-did it and typed out something like this
for that class—when they came to class I told them exactly what I
just said. I wasn't happy with what I gave you yesterday for
homework, so I said, “If you didn't do it, if you had trouble, fine—

just give it to me this is the new thing—we're going to work with
this.” I’m much happier with that, it gets to the point of the matter
much better, and they all were happy with it because it didn't work
for them either. It just wasn't a very well thought-out lesson. So
now I can say all my classes are—I'm much happier with that. At
this point, I've kind ot come to accept that there are going to be
some good days with that bunch and some bad days. I don't see
the bad days as bad as I saw them at the beginning of the year. But
I know that I'm going to get most of them in the writing class later
in the afternoon, and that's a little bit better because another thing
about that class, there's a lot of students in that class. Sometimes if
it's cramped at that table, that's another thing—essentially they're
elbow to elbow, and that probably isn't a good thing with those
kids.1
Social Science
Profession:

Overall, in my opinion teachers teach what they teach for a variety
of reasons and there isn't just one specific reason.1 It is informed
decision making that is the most credible plank in the argument for
teaching as a profession.13 Even with coming up with one
assignment, there are at least five different factors that are playing
a major role. They include students’ interest, level of difficulty,
time frame, teachability, and meeting the individual objectives. In
my class, students are reading a number of pieces of traditional
literature, which we will be discussing as a class next week.1 I've
done that “let-them-pick their own thing” thing before, and it just
tends to flounder for me when I say pick what you want, and for
me, anyway, I don't like doing it as much anymore as I did.3 And
it probably is because I’ve got seniors and what I feel is most
important to them is exclusive to them, and doesn't apply to other
students, and with that in mind, I can, like I said, safely assume
that the way that I'm going about things, requiring them and
expecting them to do things in a certain way, those types of things
are probably very similar to what they'll be exposed to next year.
That's really what I've been using as a guiding light for this year.1
I've done a limited version—something in the middle of both those
things—I'll pick like, five books and make them choose between
those. Like, I'll pick the books within which they have a choice. I
don't know—some people might say that older kids could be more,
could be expected to determine whether they're going to do more
so than the other kids. I started the year with that. I told them they
would be choosing their objectives, and when I gave them the
opportunity to pick up the ball and run with it, they did nothing.
So I said I'm not wasting any more of my time—they did nothing
at all? They said “I'll read this tonight,” and they didn't do it. “I'll
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have this assignment done,” and they didn't have the assignment
done. And I wasn't going to waste any time trying to get them to
write. I think that you know, as the teacher, you know what's
best.3 Teachers are rational professionals, who, like other
professionals such as physicians, make judgments and carry out
decisions in an uncertain, complex environment.14
Teacher
Mythology:

It's a funny thing. So maybe all of these people who say teachers
do things by default—they just do something and it's either good
or bad, and then they just do something else and it's either good or
bad, and then they just do something else after that? Maybe
they’re right.2 From what source (placed in these postmodern
predicaments) can we drew enough positive and concrete energy to
perform our pedagogical tasks?15

Social Science
Profession:

Maybe in some cases there are skills that you can look for that
hopefully they have at the end of it, like writing class for example,
there are certain things that they should be able to do, right? And
how do you determine what those certain things are? What they
are? Beforehand or afterwards? How do you detennine what they
are, or do you even determine ahead of time what they are, or do
you just have some sort of sense of what's happening? Would you
make them differently?3

Teacher
Mythology:

That is the point, is there something or is it all just whatever they're
going to be expected to do along the next step, like Matt's trying to
help them get ready for college. Like we just look for the things
that we know they're going to need to do in college, and that's all
we concentrate on. And do we do that before we decide something
or afterwards to justify what we did? I can easily talk about, I can
do anything in a class, and then go to parents’ day and be able to
say why it was perfect for every student. I have no trouble doing
that, none whatsoever. And I don't even think I'm lying. I can see
anything—I can do practically anything and then say it was really
important that “she did this, because she has to do this and that.”31
sometimes lose the delicate academic balance and identify too
strongly with the cynical, bored, and alienated who cannot
muster.. .enthusiasm. I wonder why I am standing in front of the
classroom. I cannot make romantic claims for the particular
consequences of any one story, and I am skeptical of others who
say they are able both to respect students’ experience and to
change their lives during a few months of Freshman Comp. I
know something about language and something about rhetoric and
writing that I can teach students. This is the theme of my song.
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Beyond that, I struggle with issues of authenticity and authority. I
improvise a postmodern tune.16 What the postmodern teacher
recognizes is that we have a choice in education; that every
decision to teach this way, or assemble that collection of subjects
on a curriculum, or organize one’s classroom according to this set
of principles or anecdotes, is ungrounded in reality, has no
ultimate, compelling justification. Every decision involves
potentially endless levels of choice.... We are responsible for those
decisions in a most extreme way. We have a responsibility for our
decisions that the world cannot excuse since the world is, itself, an
IH
outcome of our deciding so to take it.
Social Science
Profession:

Many of us.. .have come to regard our roles as instructors with an
unhealthy dose of irony if not cynicism.18 Instead of the search for
truth, what we have is a conversation in which the rewards go to
the best conversationalists.19 The last thing that I did, I chose
specifically because of that beforehand. I didn't say to myself,
“We did this because it's important for them in college” after the
fact. Again, it's World Literature and Composition, but the
assignment was to read a chapter from a textbook—well, more
along the lines of a tour book of Israel, and the history of Israel.
And I gave them a test. I hardly ever give tests like this, but the
reason I decided to do it was because I was helping my younger
sister that week study for a test. She's in college, and she was
studying for a test in communication disorders, and the test was
just matching, fill-in-the-blanks, true/false, and essay. And
Allen—he graduated last year—said that it was the tests that are
really throwing him now that he’s in college, and that's the thing
that he's having the most difficulty with. I asked him what kinds
of tests, and he said tests like this. So, with those two things in
mind, I put the reading of our book to the side, and focused on this,
preparing for the test itself, which they all did miserably on.1 One
thing that came to my mind recently when Anne was working on
the final project for her book was independence versus
dependence. As teachers it seems that we have to struggle with
this when teaching our students.3

Teacher
Mythology:

Am I the only one who is upset? Is it a superiority complex on my
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part in thinking that people need to start infusing their instructional
approach with some life, with some personal experience? What
the fuck? I think that as a teacher the best thing that can be done is
to adopt the perspective of “What can I do differently?” I am
generalizing this, I realize, but it seems as if some people are just
going through the motions in this department—a by-the-books
approach that, I “think, doesn't do anyone any good. It may not
even be a by-the-book approach when it's all bullshit. I walk by
certain rooms and I see lethargy, apathy, and exhaustion on the
faces of students and teachers. Is it the personal lives and
responsibilities of teachers that prevent them from engaging in
critical thought with regard to their performance? It must be a
somewhat empty experience, as a teacher, to pick up a book and
say “Let's read this now.” It doesn't seem as if there is any rhyme
or reason to any of the choices... perhaps there is, but it isn't
discussed. Aren't people excited by literature?2 Do we want to
teach the students the exact way to do things or do we want them
to figure it out for themselves?3
Social Science
Profession:

Exactly, for example,4 Anne was making a poster and wanted to
know how she should put the information on it and what should go
where. It was difficult to not tell her because I wanted to instruct
her in good poster-making for her future reference, but I also
wanted her to be independent and do it herself. Of course, when I
told her to figure it out herself she whined and complained, but I
decided it was more important for her to do it independently than
for me to hold her hand and walk her through it. I'm not sure if
that was the right decision because she still won't know how to
make a better poster, but the poster she made was okay.

Teacher
Mythology:

One issue that I found myself thinking about a lot lately because of
a student in one of my writing classes is: what is my job in
teaching my students? Is it to teach them how to write as perfectly
as possible in the way that I believe is correct using the “best”
methods or is it to teach them how to write in a way that they are
more likely to use in the future, even if it isn't the most correct way
to write? This seems to be especially significant given the
population I teach. The reason I am thinking about this is because
I have a student who has major difficulties with spelling and
typing. One thing that he does to make up for this is to cut and
paste like crazy. He doesn't plagiarize, but he does things like
cutting sentences from the internet and pasting them and then
manipulating them into his own words and if you spell a word for
him instead of retyping it each time he finds it in the essay and cuts
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and pastes it. By doing this he is not getting the typing and
spelling practice, but he is working more efficiently and he I am
sure that he is more apt to use this method in the future. Now I
must decide, do I let him do this in class and allow him to develop
this skill for the future or do I make him type to practice that and
his spelling? There is no easy answer and I am sure of that
because I asked his academic advisor about it. She said to
basically do both, at times let him cut and paste, but also provide
circumstances where he can't cut and paste. He already has
opportunities to do both, but it seems like a never ending battle,
teach the child tor the future or teach them here and now for my
classroom.2 I guess it's a similar dilemma to developing life long
readers.3
Social Science
Profession:

Do we make them read the books that we want them to read?2

Teacher
Mythology:

Or do we let them choose?2

Social Science
Profession:

Do we drill and skill them with books? 2

Teacher
Mythology:

Or do we just let them read for fun and enjoyment?2

Social Science
Profession:

All of this needs to be done, but where do we find the time to do it
all?2

Teacher
Mythology:

And will my students become life long readers?

Social Science
Profession:

Anybody ever have this situation? Anybody ever have this
situation where you think one thing is important to do and the kid's
parents think that something else is important to do? I did, with
Jane. The parents said she needs to work on this, blah, blah, blah:
getting her thoughts on the paper, and organizing her ideas, and
that kind of stuff. And I said, well, she also needs to work on her
grammar and her spelling, and correct syntax, and putting
punctuation in, and stuff like that. And the more I see her write,
the more I see that that's what she needs to work on because she
gets her thoughts out and then cannot proofread. My department
head showed me some other paper from testing and
recommendations, and they recommended spelling and

punctuation, not so much getting her thoughts out and organizing,
so then what do you do?
Teacher
Mythology:

Ignore the parents.3

Social Science
Profession:

How do you explain that to them when they want to know about it
next time around?3

Teacher
Mythology:

Then you just tell them you did a little bit of it. You explain to
them that writing is a process; everything is involved. You just tell
them that you looked at the papers, and you watched her write it,
and she got her ideas out fine. She did an outline; she did
whatever it is they wanted her to do, but she is still having-j major
problems doing punctuation, putting commas in, spelling.

Social Science
Profession:

But you can view literature through different perspectives.
Psychology, sociology, whatever. I forget why I mentioned this.

Teacher
Mythology:

Because you can do almost anything. Or you can do anything.

Social Science
Profession:

Oh, right—3

Teacher
Mythology:

Why not do what we do?

Social Science
Profession:

Because here's why—Brad really wanted to do that play J.B., but I
had to tell him no, because the guy's an American so we can't
3
possibly do that in Brit Lit.

Teacher
Mythology:

You could possibly do it. I think if you look deeper in, there
would be things that would make that a uniquely British play. I've
never read it, I'm just.3

Social Science
Profession:

How would that fit into British Literature survey?3

Teacher
Mythology:

So that's why you wouldn't read it? What if it's an American
author, but the play takes place in England?

Social Science
Profession:

Does it?3

%
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Teacher
Mythology:

No. But what if it did?3

Social Science
Profession:

Then, there would be something that would make it what it is, do
you know what I mean?3

Teacher
Mythology:

The perspective through which it was written would be, I think,
I’m losing base with what I started with—but I think in the way
that it's written, in some aspect of the work itself, you would find
that there's a characteristic that makes it either British literature or
American literature. But what about the things that line up in this
column as opposed to this row? You're saying we currently have
surveys that way, but my question was—does it have to be the
author’s national origin that makes literature of a certain type? Are
there other ways to define it? Brit Lit is only Brit Lit if the author
is British? Does it have to be that way? I don't know. And then
there's literature by women, and this one that's—whatever.
There’s, you know, literature by midgets.3

Social Science
Profession:

Kids want me to give them a very good reason why we're going to
do this thing or that thing, or at least they don't feel convinced that
they should waste their time on it.3

Teacher
Mythology:

And frankly I'm not really convinced sometimes that they should
waste their time on it. In other words, I don't see in the grand
scheme of things that it's all that important that these kids read
Beowulf.3

Social Science
Profession:

And yet that's what you're teaching right now.

Teacher
Mythology:

Because of the themes that are really in it about—I remember
doing that with Jan, Nick, Andrew, and I focused on the themes of,
now I forget, I probably still have their work somewhere in here,
but they really seem to get something out of it. Maybe I'm not
really reading it correctly, but it seemed as if they really got
something because I focused on the themes that I thought they'd be
able to identify with at that time, and I didn't—it wasn't the entire
work, it was just selected readings from the anthology, but at that
time it seemed like those themes would be important to them. But
you could also get that through other readings, right?
%
%

Social Science

But if you want to cover Epic poetry and the themes of the typical
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Profession:

heroic or epic poetry and you're doing Brit Lit, what else would
you do? Not a lot.3

Teacher
Mythology:

But the question is why would you want to cover epic poetry and
the themes of heroic or epic poetry—and so forth, as opposed to
something else? But like for example, they begged me to read
American Psycho with them—of course, I didn't. And probably no
one would argue that I should have, I guess, but I don't know. I'm
not really positive that I shouldn't have. But what would be the
point of it? I'm not sure, I haven't read the book. Part of the point
is that they really wanted to read it.3

Social Science
Profession:

You know what though? After a while though they'd probably get
sick of it anyway. I think it's seems as it's almost a novelty—
talking the teacher into something.3

Teacher
Mythology:

Yeah. And there's a lot of blood and gore in that one. John would
probably read it all. At first it's like let's get the teacher to read
this. And if you said okay start reading it, I think at first they'd
would really be into it, but gradually they'd—it's like the thrill of
reading something they like in class. It blows my mind—the
students ask me, “Can we read this in class?” “Well, not right
now—you can read it on your own.” “No, I don't want to.” But I
question it all the time. It happens occasionally, though.

Social Science
Profession:

I think we should call it all, then, “Survey of the Teacher's
Favorites.”3

Teacher
Mythology:

Don’t be ridiculous.4 I believe that if we teachers of the humanities
cannot claim.. .the love of truth as part of our enterprise, that
enterprise is in serious trouble.... There are many and good
reasons why we professors in the humanities may feel bad about
ourselves at the present time, but I believe that one of these
reasons—in my judgment the crucial one—is that we have become
reluctant to make claims of truth about the matters we teach.
Powerful voices have taught us to be embarrassed by the word
truth, and thus either to avoid it or condemn it.20

Social Science
Profession:

Though, I think the titles are good, because I mean when these kids
fill out college applications and they have “Literature Survey”
down the page, it doesn't look all that good. If they see someone
at a college is looking at courses that a kid took, if they see “Brit
Lit,” “World Lit,” “American Lit,” it looks better than “Lit
Survey” down the line. Yeah, Brit Lit does sound more
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impressive, but I never took it in high school. It sounds more
impressive than what I took. Of course, there are a lot of schools
that just say “English 9.”3 Today Mark wanted to know why we
have British Literature: “Why do we have to learn this?” He's not
the least bit interested.2
Teacher
Mythology:

Social Science
Profession:

Well, a lot of what I think is important are the things that I'm in
one way or another dealing with in my personal life. And maybe it
is a way that I've developed or whatever, to deal with the things in
my life and to think about the things in my life. Maybe this is the
way that I've figured out to figure things out. If I’m going through
something, obviously it's important to me because I care enough to
think about it. And as I think about it, I think about how it can be
dealt with through literature, reading or writing or whatever. And
because it's important to me and because I know I'm not
extraordinary in any way, and that eventually these kids will deal
with something similar if they haven't already.1
I never get too personal.1

Teacher
Mythology:

But I do make it clear I think that it is important to me because it is
something that I've been thinking about and dealing with for
personal reasons. And that may be as far as I go into the meaning
it has for me personally. I don't get into specifics by saying,
“Christ, I just broke up with so-and-so,” but I say, “This is a
situation I've been thinking about recently.” 1

Social Science
Profession:

I'm a little bit more general about the reasons why.1

Teacher
Mythology:

I was just thinking that bibliotherapy—you know, choosing
literature for the benefit of students—there must be a term for
choosing literature for the benefit of the teacher. Because of some
need he or she has. So I think with the class it's been working out
pretty well, for the most part. Again everything seems to be falling
into place—that is the writing assignments are coming along nicely
I think. We haven't started them, but coming along nicely in the
sense that I didn't have to kind of force the idea out. It just seems
like a natural progression, and I'm pretty happy about that. I can
bring in anything and just about everything that I'm interested and
use it in some way in my classes. I think to some degree teaching
anywhere you would be able to do that in some way. Here I think
it's just much easier to do that kind of thing because we

116

individualize so much. With the current unit that I'm working on
with the class, just that this part of my life certain things have been
on my mind and I've been able to filter the readings that we've
done through these specific themes of happiness, marriage, career
and compromise.1
Social Science
Profession:

This is4 a foundationalist nightmare vision in which a liberated self
goes its unconstrained way believing and doing whatever it likes.
And these are important things that each of the students will have
to deal with in some way at one point or another? 1

Teacher
Mythology:

Unless they live inside of a box.1 The central concern of such a
pedagogy would remain the student who must learn to assemble
and assimilate the fragments of a postmodern experience into a
coherent, self-conscious identity in order to communicate, or to
join discourse communities, as we say. At one point or another
they're going to be faced with that. And what I do is I really
emphasize that to them, and that literature is only way you can get
at those type of things. If the students go, “Why do I have to do
this—I'll never use it in life,” I say, “Well, this, whether you like it
or not, you'll have to think about it at least, so here's one person's
view about it. And this is how these people acted in these
situations.” I always tell the students that maybe there's something
in the story that they'll be able to use in some way in their life at
one point or another. And to really try to think about it—anything
that you read—in that way. As far as literature goes. And I've
used that—it's funny, because this theme, those four different
themes have really broken out into all of my reading classes. I've
even found things in my American Lit that address, in a way, men
and women, relationships and stuff.1 To educate is to enthuse the
subject, to encourage the subject to soar to ever more challenging
ideas.23

Social Science
Profession:

Does this mean that postmodern education is all about wild and
unattainable ideas and unbounded imagination: Does this mean
that we should no longer care about what have been traditionally
regarded as education “goods,” such as literacy and numeracy?
And it fits chronologically with what [youj've done in the past? 1

Teacher
Mythology:

We’ve been able to follow through with the survey all year. Still
been able—of course I pick and choose the things that are focused
on, but this is the first time ever for me that all of my reading
classes have, for the most part, had a thematic focus throughout the
whole year. There have been times when it was relatively weak,
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and not very noticeable, but at this point, today, it seems as if
everything is going well. I think it's good I've chosen these
readings and chosen to focus on these themes, because regardless
ot how say for example last week no one did their homework in
the class, and I was obviously upset, but because I am still
interested in those things, I am not going to give up on a reading or
the themes as easily as I would otherwise.3 Yesterday I read “The
Lesson” by Bambara with the class and had them write about a
bigger lesson they've learned in life. Surprisingly, they talked
about a whole host of issues—racism, religion, violence and death.
I got choked up a little when Dave started talking about the lessons
he learned during his mother's sickness and death. I wonder if he
had ever opened up like that in public before. He did not come off
like it didn't bother him, nor did he talk matter-of-factly about it.
He stated what he had learned and let a few feelings of anger and
resentment leak out. I identified with his feelings having lost my
own father. I gave him a thumb's up sign, making sure that it
wasn't too obvious. I guess to let him know I was proud of him for
baring his feeling in an unfamiliar place—the classroom. The
response was good too, nobody tried to make a joke of it, and they
didn't start hugging all over him either, which is the tendency in
school—the drama thing. We had just finished the Bridges of
Madison County last week and our discussion surrounded passion
and love. I like this class because they're opinionated and like to
spout their opinions off. Earlier we did “Young Goodman Brown”
and talked about parables.2
Social Science
Profession:

So I think the curriculum is staying somewhat cohesive— 1

Teacher
Mythology:

The human spirit, morals, feelings blah, blah. I threw out to the
class an author who I like and told them of a book they might
enjoy. And the response prompted me to order it. I am excited at
the prospect of teaching it, discussing it and hearing their response.
I am probably going to supplement the rest of the week with other
short stories that deal with feelings—preferably loss to keep Dave
writing and talking. The students all know something about loss—
either on a large scale or small scale—so discussions shouldn't be
too hard to encourage. I feel as if it is a topic that is important for
them to understand as young adults entering the world.
Experiences, childhood experiences, the influence of environment,
the importance of positive role-modeling, negative role-modeling,
the importance of recognizing things that are not just things that
happen in the world today. With the whole unit I'm trying to get
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them aware of things going on in the world today.1
Social Science
Profession:

But what happens at the, if [you] make that [your] goal, in the
class, what happens at the end of the year or the end of text when
the kids look at [you] with the blank stare when [you] ask them a
question?2

Teacher
Mythology:

Have I failed in my job? Have I failed in my teaching them that
they should make some kind of connection between childhood
experiences in their life today or how it's going to affect them later
on if they look at me with that dull, blank, what-are-you-crazyStone? expression at the end of the text? Am I going to go home
thinking that I should just choose a new profession? I guess my
line of question is, do I set myself up to feel like a failure by
having one specific, ultimate goal in mind? I think I think along
the same lines as every teacher, we want them to draw some
connection. It's not just about the text, we want them to gain
interest in something and sort of branch off whatever we teach that
will drive them more—something longer than just the text. I think
I just want them to think. To stop being passive. You're not just
going to ask them a question at the end after all that. I mean it's
going to be an on-going process, and you're going to be discussing
it all the time and you're gonna definitely—how are they not going
to be able to make some connection? it seems to me.
<■*

Social Science
Profession:

It's not that they couldn't answer a question, it's that they weren't
listening. And, that's not, I don't know if that's a good example. It
just seems that some texts the kids buy into and some texts the kids
don’t, no matter what level.3

Teacher
Mythology:

I'm not really talking about “a” text, I'm talking about a theme or
an idea.3

Social Science
Profession:

There's also various days, too, they could buy into the text in
general, but just have an off day. But those are the days, if you
look in the journal that I wrote in pretty regularly last year, those
days practically every day. More often than not the kids didn't
particularly buy into the text that day.3

Teacher
Mythology:

I guess what I'm saying is I have to be happy with the small things
daily, rather than, I don't know. That's why I'm asking the
question, what is important to me?
%

Social Science

'

But what is important in choosing the text. Is it your interest in it?
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Profession:

Is it because you had a good experience with a professor or a bad
experience with the professor or you thought the syllabus was
good? Or the way it was laid out was good?3

Teacher
Mythology:

All of those things factor into it—into my decision making
anyway.3

Social Science
Profession:

I know that I like to choose books that I know and that I enjoy,
rather than pick a book that I never taught before—I do do that, but
1 know that I feel that I'm completing more, accomplishing more
when I do a book that I'm familiar with, at least, rather than stay a
chapter ahead, or three pages ahead or a paragraph ahead.1

Teacher
Mythology:

Boy, I would say almost the opposite. I always think that things
are better when I'm reading the book with the class for the first
time.3 A lot of the plays, the ones that I focused on, obviously
dealt with the difficulties in relationships and the frustration
involved in that kind of situation dealing with that stuff, so I did
identify with the things that I chose. A lot of Eugene O'Neill and
well, into the absurdist stuff—we did Beckett. The kicker on all of
this stuff was Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf? which is a pretty
amazing piece of work. That play, that really sets fire to every
emotion you have about marriage and relationships. It's taking
apart the American dream which was important to me at the time
and still is important to me—figuring out what it is that I want in
life. And that kind of carried over into talking about what it is the
students want in life. And that what you're told to want isn't
necessarily what you need. Everyone—the media, movies, TV,
parents tells them what to want: get a job, a house—you know, the
cliche of a house with the white picket fence and the dog and the
kids and all. I don't know how much if that still holds as true with
me, when I was growing up. But I think with some of the kids
here it may because of the backgrounds that they're coming from.1

Social Science
Profession:

I think we teach the way we were taught. Because that’s what we
know. I think that we do that subconsciously. I think that it’s
easier for us, it’s easier for us to fall back into that “here’s the
information, here’s what I expect, give it back to me” and try to
decipher whether a student is right or wrong based on their
response, or if they hit the mark, if they hit the tree but miss the
target, is that good enough? 1

Teacher
Mythology:

What really scares me: how do you tell them where the target is? 1
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Social Science
Profession:

Because it is a certain set of standards set up by the state of what
the students are supposed to know. 1 We had hoped by objective
means to reach truths that were independent of our individual
judgments and community responsibility. The Western intellectual
tradition had offered hope that intellectual progress would almost
automatically promote social emancipation and economic progress.
Many ot us thought that we would arrive at a point when we would
achieve agreement about general knowledge and skills that would
serve as the foundation for being educated.25 Not only is the
modem project not turning out as intended, but also academic
knowledge may be becoming marginalized.26

Teacher
Mythology:

That’s what scares me about say, a public school with their
framework, and these standardized tests. Basically all you’re
doing is teaching for the test. You’re not really for the students—
teachers are trying to save their jobs.3 My big beef with college
was that I made a claim about you know, Thoreau and a spiritual
quest. And the teacher gave me a D and gave me the paperback.
What he wanted was everything he said regurgitated to him. And,
I did that. I regurgitated the next paper. I don’t know, it was about
the Hawthorne I think, and he gave me an A. I felt like I was a
sell-out. 1 We need to respond to the challenge of postmodernism
not by wishing ourselves back to the halcyon days of the male
subject’s quest for total control of his own subjectivity, but rather a
9A
return to a renewed sense of our own obligation to the other.

Social Science
Profession:

But also, you know, [you] had to get through the class.1

Teacher
Mythology:

I don’t know whether he had the right answer or not, but the
question that he posed was open-ended enough that I thought that
it could be interpreted any way that you wanted to and if you
answered, and cited passages from Walden, from a supposed
reference, an authority, then that’s all you needed to do in a paper
to validate your point. He wanted what he put out. He wanted his
notes. I think that his ego got in the way of my education for that
class. I heard what he had to say, but, you know, being a free
thinker, I didn’t have to. I realized that his wasn’t the only opinion
that mattered, that counted. I couldn’t believe it when I saw it.
You know, because you turn in a paper, and you fill it with your
heart and soul and, not even heart and soul, you just threw a lot of
work into this paper, and you know, a five to ten page paper, and
turn it in, and you wait anxiously for two weeks to get the paper
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back. I wasn’t used to getting D’s. A-B was what I was looking
for. It was the first paper: you see how the guy marks, and you
get all psyched— boom you see the D—and I’m thinking, “Oh
boy, I must have really blown it.” But then you read the paper and
it wasn’t half bad, it was just because your opinion didn’t match
his—my opinion didn’t match his.1
Social Science
Profession:

I guess that’s part ot being a free thinker, too, giving the teacher
what they want.1

Teacher
Mythology:

Obviously, this guy had my money and his power. My money for
school, and he had the power over whether or not my money was
going to be wasted. Sure I had recourse through the academic
dean and all that, but here’s a guy who was a tenured professor.
He wrote books. Who’s going to believe me over him? And not to
mention that would have been a lot of effort and time. I suppose,
had I had more conviction, I could have fought it all the way.1

Social Science
Profession:

But in the grand scheme of things, how important was it? [You
were] still reading the same material. I think as far as the
interpretive stuff, I can handle it. If I’m looking for facts, and if
it’s a quiz or a test, or an exercise that deals with facts, like this is a
noun, this is a verb. In my mind, if I have given you that
information, and you know that a noun is a person, place, thing or
idea, you better not put “to run” as a noun. And if you do, I’m
going to mark it wrong, and if you do it over and over and over
again, I’m going to ask you if you understand the concept of what
a noun is, and if you try to argue it, I can’t accept that. What are
you going to say? “To run” is what, an idea? No! No! It’s not!
Not based on everything that I’ve learned. Unless you can find
some reference to tell me that it is, I’m still going mark it wrong,
and I’ll turn you over to somebody else. I don’t know, the idea of,
the idea of organized school has to be a little bit of conformity,
right? It has to be. Because school is supposed to be getting you
ready to face society at large—it’s supposed to make you a part of
society at large, to be a free thinker, and ideally, that’s what school
is for today. And, I think I just contradicted myself by saying “free
thinker” because I’m telling you “No, you can’t think about that as
a noun.” But think about that on your own time.1

Teacher
Mythology:

I don’t know. I don’t know who determines. I guess the people
that have come and gone before us. You and I have talked about
this whole idea of knowledge and what is supposed to be
considered truth? I guess a lot of it has to deal with, you know,
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trusting the people that, the people who came before us.1
Social Science
Profession:

I guess proof from a supposed expert? From a referencereference material. I think that if a student has a valid opinion, has
a point to make and not just talking to hear himself or herself talk,
then I’m going to listen to what they have to say. I have an open
enough mind to say that’s a good point, or to encourage them to
explore it thoroughly. Not say, “No, no, that’s wrong—class don’t
listen to him or her; they have no idea what they’re talking about.”
But there is stuff that can be proved, it’s not subject to
interpretation. Like what Walden is really about. Like what was
Thoreau’s purpose there? What was he trying to accomplish? We
have what he says, but we also have what he says underneath.
What he’s written in other works. I mean, if something’s way off
the mark, I can’t even think of an example, but something
completely out of this world, I’m not going to take it. I have had
kids not read the book, or not read the chapter then just right
something down to write something down. I can tell when a
student hasn’t done the reading. Because the information that was
supposedly in that chapter isn’t even anywhere on that paper—
anywhere at all. I mean off the wall—completely off the wall—
that they’re just writing things down to write things down. But if
I'm asking, “What happened in chapter six in the Power of One?”
and they’re talking about something that happened in chapter 2 or
three, or if they introduce characters that were never in that
chapter, they’re just making up things. Then that’s off the wall,
and that’s, that’s wrong. It’s wrong! I think by this point in a
student’s career, they’ve already been programmed to know what
the teacher’s expectations are. Even here. They learn at a very
young age that a proper response gets a proper response from the
teacher. Or if they answer a question in a way that the teacher
believes is wrong, they know that the teacher is going to point it
out. So I think that they already know what the parameters are.
They know when they go over the line, or they know when, they
can sense when they hit the answer right on the head or whatever.1

Teacher
Mythology:

I really feel like my classroom is a reflection of my personality. I
really feel like what I teach is a reflection of who I am. How I am
with the kids is a reflection of who I am. I don’t think I put on any
airs. I don’t think I put on any shows. I think what you see is what
you get with me. I’m sure I influence students. I’m glad I do. I
think the positive stuff, the messages that I send to them about
social issues, about self issues.1
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Social Science
Profession:

What about the curriculum? I can't remember the name of the
psychologist, but there's one thing from curriculum development
that's always stuck in the back of my mind and it's when kids at
different stages of development, typically they're prepared to start
thinking about certain kinds of things. I've always remembered
that at the high school age—I'm hazy on all of it—but their
thinking begins to expand and they think more in terms of global
themes and things like that, and that’s always kind of been part of
my thinking behind things, I guess.3

Teacher
Mythology:

The curriculum—I don’t know—I hope whatever I give them they
get, but I think it’s more role-modeling that they get.1 I was really
struggling with it yesterday afternoon, and I was reading the
textbook that we were using, and just trying to think of something
a little bit different to get that idea across—of how important it is
again to isolate yourself from others at times and to reflect and to
think about what it is that you're doing and why you're doing it.
So, I let them out early today. I checked on aft of them, and they
were working straight through. I was thinking. I looked at it, by
the way—they don't have a whole lot of time by themselves. Or
any, really. Which is pretty amazing, so that's—there are many
reasons why I decided to do that. But the only thing I wanted them
to take away from this whole unit, which can get pretty dense and
abstract with the philosophical background of transcendentalism
and aft that. For me at this point, with those students, that's
secondary. What I want them to be able to remember is the idea of
how important it is to spend time by yourself; the idea of solitude
and reflection. And I thought the best way to get that point across
was to actually have them experience solitude as best as way I
could figure out during class time.3

Social Science
Profession:

So they just go somewhere and write?3

Teacher
Mythology:

In their dorms. I go up to the dorm floor, and they are aft in
different rooms, and they write. I picked up a journal that a friend
of the family had told one of the kids to start at the beginning of
the year, and he's picked that up again. His last response was in
September, but now he's picked it up again, and at least for this
week, he's required to write. I like the idea of them going to the
dorm to work. That's especially weft, when the weather's nice,
they like to go outside and write.

Social Science

Oh, the roadside.3
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Profession:
Teacher
Mythology:

Even if they don't do anything, which they will...3

Social Science
Profession:

I'm just concerned about this: what about typing? Can't some type
it much better than they can write cursively? Okay, if I'm a parent,
I can imagine some of the parents from that class saying, “That's
well and good, but I pay a therapist for that. What about the
grammar in this journal?”3

Teacher
Mythology:

Everyone uses journals.3

Social Science
Profession:

So that alone is just a requirement. I'm just asking what is the
objective that you set out for. I have to say as a new teacher here, I
would be afraid of trying something like that just because of
justifying whether or not it meets an educational objective. I don't
doubt that it's a good assignment, but I'm just saying I don't think I
would have tried anything like that.3

Teacher
Mythology:

This is my sixth year, and I really only now only feel as if I'm
getting a clue. Seriously. For the first time I really do feel
confident in all of my classes.2 However, I do try to adapt the
lessons for individual students. For example, those students who I
felt were more adept at taking organized sets of notes, I held small
and informal discussions while the other students worked silently.
I enjoyed these discussions very much and found a great deal of
power in the novel that I was unaware of previously. I would like
to share these discoveries with the students as a class, but the
relationships of the students do not allow for this to happen... so I
do it one at a time, instead of all at once. Also, I don’t spend as
much time with the students who do not seem to care about it. It is
one student in particular. David. He just doesn't care. He is not
serious about his work, so I do not devote extra-ordinary amounts
of time on him.3
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4.4 “Oh, Jesus. I really don't know”
Teacher
Mythology:

An English teacher differs from other teachers because the content
is so very different. Literature addresses everything, from sadness
to happiness to tragedy to discovery, elements found within all
subjects. Literature, however, digs deeper than other subjects
because it provides a student with the ability to experience the
emotion involved in those things. For example, the Holocaust can
be studied in history, but what of the complete desolation
experienced by its survivors? Scientific discoveries can be
examined in science courses—theory of relativity to creationism to
evolutionism—but what of the individual and personal conflict of
those people involved? It is quite a gift we have been given to be
able to explore these elements of the human heart and mind, but is
that, at any point, considered by some teachers? It is upsetting to
me because I consider myself to be extremely fortunate to be an
English teacher. I can use all of my strengths as a person in my
classes and I can even discuss my weaknesses and explain how I
have learned to compensate for them. I don't understand. Of
course, anyone who reads this will probably think that I am
spouting off again with the belief that I am right and everyone else
is wrong. But I have a feeling that something is wrong here. On
the surface, things look to be acceptable and appropriate, but,
beneath the surface of things, I think there is to be found a
foundation of thought and practice of questionable strength and
vitality. Every class is different and every student is different.

Social Science
Profession:

In choosing books as well as activities I look at the abilities.1

Teacher
Mythology:

Likes and dislikes...1

Social Science
Profession:

Ages, intellect... 1

Teacher .
Mythology:

And personalities. At the beginning of the year this is difficult, but
as I get to know the students it becomes easier.1 One other thing I
would like to note is this activity that keeps disturbing me. One of
my goals with my literature classes is to provide an enjoyable
atmosphere and encourage the reading of books. In my opinion
what better way to do that than to let the students choose the books
they read and work at a pace that is comfortable tor them?
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Social Science
Profession:

I have tried this several times and so far I have not liked any of the
results. Each time I tried a different approach with different
guidelines and each time I have some kind of problem.3 I plan to
continue trying this and hopefully at some point I will find a
method that works because I would love to get more of these kids
reading on their own, not just because they have to for class.2 One
of my students would like to read as our next novel, The
Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, and I of course don't think we
should read it because I feel that part of my job is to show the
students, expose them to materials that they would not know about.
Things that they haven't heard, that they wouldn't be inclined to
read. Not to read things with them that they would be inclined to
read—after today, I'll tell you, I'm more inclined to think, maybe
we'll just read those things and that'll be it. The class would be a
lot smoother, won't it? You know what I mean, they just can't
understand how come I don't want to read that book with them,
because it's so much fun, and first of all, at least, maybe we'll read
a different book by Douglas Adams, not Hitchhiker’s Guide,
because they've all read it. Three of the kids out of six have read
the book.3

Teacher
Mythology:

Yeah—that's a funny thing, because I end up saying the opposite to
kids a lot of times. If one of them has read something, and five of
them haven't, I'll say, “You know, it's not going to hurt you to read
it again.”3

Social Science
Profession:

But that's one of five, not three. Aside from that, though, I think
part of that also has to do with the student. In other words, I think
that you also have to consider that, these kids, if I had them read
that book, they'd just go right through it, read it in a day or two,
and what? What would they get out of it, really? It's hard to
imagine. They can sit down and read it anyway on their own.3

Teacher
Mythology:

And what did they get out of, say, what you've just chosen?3

Social Science
Profession:

To Kill A Mockingbird. Gee, that's a good question. I'm not really
sure what they got out of it. I think they got some history of what
the South was like. They had to probably have gotten a nice view
of a particular family life, even though it was not like a family that
didn't have difficulties, I think still they got to see a very
reasonable kind of father, someone who really took care of his
kids, and a pretty wholesome kind of family. And I think they
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learned about dealing with difficulties, and dealing with them in a
rational kind of way. I'm not sure. Maybe none of that rubbed off.
Oh, Jesus. I really don't know. I definitely wasn't thinking that as
the reason I picked it.3 One thing I will say, I think that's a good
book to read for the class, and since none of them had read it, it
definitely helped. That's the kind of book if someone has read it, a
lot of it is given away in the discussion if someone has read the
book or seen the movie.2 I had one that saw the movie and we
read the book, and he was just like, “Well, this is going to happen
and this is going to happen.” I said, “Be quiet.”3 Last year I had
Carrie and Missy in class, and toward the end of the year I gave
them the choice of reading anything that they wanted, and Carrie
chose A Child Called It. and I went through the same thing too—
trying to decide whether or not I could use it in the class. And I
planned different lessons for it. I found poetry written by abuse
survivors on the Internet, and I had all of this stuff ready to go, but
it just didn't seem to work. Because that question just kept coming
to mind, “Is this really literature? What's the point of it?” It's a
weird thing when you think of using something like that, because
it's interesting, but where does it go from there? I don't want to say
anything negative, because it's such a horrible thing, not to be
looked at as a jerk, but you can only take it to a certain level
literature-wise. It's written on the level of a child: there's no
wonderful vocabulary; there's no real big plot; it just kind of goes
through the kid's life and what happens. It's not even—it goes
from one summer to the next summer. And I mean there's no big
plot that you can use, really.3
Teacher
Mythology:

There's a lot of emotion, more like psychological stuff you can
get.3

Social Science
Profession:

But it's not, I mean it's very simple language, and very, just not like
wonderful adjectives or descriptive.3

Teacher
Mythology:

Because it's not fiction, is that it?

Social Science
Profession:

That's part of it too—but it is a topic that is difficult to approach.
It could be read alone, and maybe do some kind of research on it or
some, I don't know, you can't ask comprehension questions and
stuff like that. Many people have said they're in tears as they're
reading it, and you just can't make a child sit and go back and
answer questions to go with it, or whatever. If you want to get
some opinions from it, at the end, that might work as some lesson,
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3

but really it's not something that you can focus on.3
Teacher
Mythology:

So these kids love reading it, though? What do they find so good
about it?3

Social Science
Profession:

It's got sort ot—the word that popped into my mind—sort of a
tabloid quality to it, too. The fantastical story that you just have to
get all the details about. The kid survives too, you know. And
ends up normal. He's like normal now, and he's writing books and
helping others and stuff. I think the big thing that I would be
afraid of is tapping into some kid's abuse that happened way back
when. And all of a sudden. That's something that's really risky
with doing books like that. You never know what somebody could
have gone through when they were little. They might seem fine
now, especially with the number of adopted kids here. Who knows
what happened to them before they were adopted? Why were they
adopted? Maybe because of something like that. You don't know.
If the kids want to choose to read it on their own, then you can
have them do a project or something on it.3

Teacher
Mythology:

But other teachers have done the Basketball Diaries here, right?
That's pretty graphic. It's about a junkie.3

Social Science
Profession:

It's a little more literary, though. I think with Jim Carroll, because
he's a poet and musician, he's trying for just a little bit more than
an account of his life. He gets a little more into points than that. I
think that makes a slight difference between the two.3

Teacher
Mythology:

There's also something like Go Ask Alice, and there's lots of stuff
like this. And It Happened to Nancy that I think Janna teaches in
her class, and they're both fairly graphic in a way and straight to
the point—the facts about what a druggie goes through and what a
person with AIDS goes through and stuff.3

Social Science
Profession:

But it's also not a little kid. This is a little kid in A Child Called It.
I think this is part of the difference. This is a little kid who's
having things done to him. In the others, they're teenagers doing
things to themselves. Hopefully they haven't had to do any of
what's happened in the books yet—they're just being made aware
to make appropriate choices. This is something that could have
happened to them when they were five years old, and if they look
back on it or something, but the druggie and the other stuff is like
kind of different, because it's not a little kid. It would be
interesting to trace back how far—what was the first of that kind of
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book. Do you know what I mean? Like a survivor's account
started being taught? Oh, actually. Tell me how you think all of
that Holocaust literature you were doing differs from this.3
Teacher
Mythology:

Oh, I didn't even think of that.3

Social Science
Profession:

Maybe it's historically attached? In something like Night, there are
a lot more literary types of things in the story itself—whether it is
symbolism, or obviously theme, there are lots of little things that
run throughout the book. And when you take a look at the trilogy
itself, you can see things that are present in each of the books and
how the narrator is affected, and as far as the literary types of
things, they are there in a book like that, whereas they might not be
in something like A Child Called It. I wouldn't call anyone in that
book a character, but I would call someone in the book Night a
character. You know what I mean? Night is an autobiography I
know—but I wouldn't have a problem calling them the character of
so and so. I wouldn't feel comfortable saying that in something
like A Child.3
Maybe because it is more current.3

Social Science
Profession:

I think because of the subject matter in that is much trickier to deal
with than the Holocaust. The Holocaust—the line between right
and wrong is pretty clear for the most part. Something like that, it
is obvious the difference between right and wrong and who's
causing the pain and who's suffering, but there are lots of other
issues involved in something like A Child.

Teacher
Mythology:

Like what?3

Social Science
Profession:

Was the person inflicting the pain abused when he or she was a
child, and so on and so forth, and there are lots of other issues that
are brought up when you think of something. But in the story,
right, there's other siblings? There are two siblings that are not
abused at all. The mother was normal to begin with for the first
five years of the kid’s life—they did Christmas, the kid was
hugged and kissed and they went on family vacations, and then all
of a sudden, mom snapped. With just one of them. The other two
just basically had to ignore their brother for fear that mom would
turn on them as well. But mom never did. Dad was in the house
during it too, and dad just looked away or whatever he did. I don't

understand that. It's just a nasty topic. Not many people, it's
just—you know?3
Teacher
Mythology:

I think with the right collection of kids, it might work.3 My mother
and father were both under aged; my mother was 16, and my father
was 17. My mother turned 17 just after I was bom, and my father
turned 18 the month before I was bom. Having me and keeping
me were against both the families’ wishes because they were so
young. At the time, in the sixties, my mother’s mother wanted to
have her go to a place for unwed mothers, have the baby and give
me up. So, my mother never graduated high school, and my father
got his degree in the mail, because they wouldn’t let him graduate.
My father went and did what everybody else was doing: he got
four jobs; we lived in the poor sections of the city; and my
grandfather was very friendly with a state official who got us a
place in what was then considered veterans’ housing, but was
really the projects. I guess I had a relatively normal first couple of
years, although my father started hitting the bottle, and my mother
found drugs. And my life ceased to be normal. My father left
because my mother had gone over the edge with drugs. But, you
know, coming from him, she had gone over the edge; coming from
her, he was an alcoholic waiting to happen. So, he had already
started hitting the bottle pretty heavy. My sister was bom a couple
of years after I was bom and that’s when things get bad. Even
being only about four or five, I have very vivid memories, like my
father leaving and my mother starting to get in trouble with the
housing authority and the police, and then we moved out.
Eventually, my mother really did go over the edge. She started to
be neglectful and that put the burden of taking care of my sister on
me—not coming home; when she came home she would be
nodding out. She was pretty well into heroin. You know, different
people at the house all the time. The police coming one time. At
this point, my grandmother who had been supplementing us with
food and trying to take care of us without going over my mother’s
head. . . finally told my father who was living down in Florida
that he had to come home and get us. The way I hear it told is that
my father was one of the first men in Massachusetts in the
seventies, the early seventies, to get custody of his children, and he
even got that provisionally with my grandmother. I can picture a
photograph that we have of my father wearing a suit, like a full suit
including a vest and everything, and my mother wearing this coat
that had this definitely faux fur neck thing going on standing in
front of their new Caprice Classic, I think it was, it was this
chocolaty brown metallic, it had power windows and power doors.
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It was one of those great big boat cars, but this one was brand new
and beautiful. When I moved to that house—although it was a
nicer house and was in what used to be a development, it was like
building more houses a couple streets over, but this one had been
established. We were actually renting it from someone. When we
sold the other one, there was two weeks down time in between
those two houses—in between when we could move into the new
one and other people needed to move into the old one, and we had
a trailer that we used for camping—we would camp once a month.
We'd hook up our trailer to our van and we'd go camping. And we
lived in the trailer in a campground that was in town for those two
weeks. I was dancing at the time—I was in dance classes—we had
a recital at that point in time; we were doing musicals for our
recitals. It was The King and I. And between those two weeks I
had to leave like early in the morning one day for a dress rehearsal
or something like that and the park gates weren't open yet, and they
wouldn't open them. And my father had a rather nasty temper
sometimes when people wouldn't do things that he thought were
reasonable. My brother is a lot like him. It's like—he just got in a
car accident because of something kind of similar where he thinks
he’s right, so he won't back down. Like he won't just say, “All
right, I'll just back off even though I know I'm right.” He gets
aggressive because he thinks he right—he's kinda like that. I have
a memory of being at a video store or something with my father,
and my father really starting to yell at the clerk because they
weren't waiting on us—they were on the phone instead, and they
were ignoring their customers or something like that, but he would
get so scary when he was yelling, it was like his entire point was
lost. So the park gates are not open. The park gates weren't open.
So he threw a fit because I had to go—and someone was picking
me up. It wasn't that he had to drive out of the park, he had to get
me over the gates, because there were people on the other side of
the gate. I remember being lifted over the gate and being handed
down to the people who were on the other side of it who were
going to drive me to the rehearsal or whatever it was, because they
wouldn't open the gate. And then we moved into the third house.1
3

Social Science
Profession:

So you might do it.

Teacher
Mythology:

Yeah—I think so. It's an intriguing topic. For me it would
generate, I think it would generate a lot of discussion. It obviously
arouses a lot of feelings for people. For me, that's important in a
class. You could also do it if you have a group of three or four
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kids who all really want to read it, then you could read it with them
and discuss it and do whatever you think appropriate to work them
through it.3
Social Science
Profession:

But then the problem comes when you have three who do want to
read it and one who doesn't. It's not the type of book that I could
say, “You have to read it anyway.” I could have them say that
about Harry Potter—but not about this. Then there's the fear of
what you're colleagues or parents are going to say about you
teaching this? You could teach it—go ahead. None of us want to
teach it. I think that, you know, it might be questionable,
especially to the parents. Then you have to justify why you're
reading it. Which literary-wise? It's psychologically—for
parenting classes—for other things, yes. But it's very, maybe
reading comprehension you could use it. It would be interesting to
trace back how far—what was the first of that kind of book. Do
you know what I mean? Like a survivor's account started being
taught? Oh, actually. So again,4 tell me how you think all of that
Holocaust literature you were doing differs from this.3

Teacher
Mythology:

Why should we read Night? It is a simple question; however, the
response is not as simple. My question was, and still is, what
personal relationship have these students made with the text?
Have they found some individual meaning with the novel that has
guided them in their own perception of their life-circumstances? I
am curious.2

Social Science
Profession:

Is this too grand of a goal? to internalize the meaning of a piece of
literature?

Teacher
Mythology:

I have to pursue it to find out. The novel meant so much to me as
a student, I find it difficult to believe that students would find
objection to attempting to pursue some similar meaning. I feel that
since the novel forces the reader to confront sadness in its most
horrible form, that the students can find some way in which to
confront their own sadness. How did the characters face the horror
and terror each day? Why did they not give up? What kept them
going? In response to these questions, I plan on supplementing the
reading of Night with material on Viktor Frankl, a survivor of the
Holocaust who developed a psychological theory called
“logotherapy.” Am I suggesting that my students apply the
methods of logotherapy to their lives and their situations?
Possibly. However, one class in particular seems to object to the
reading of this material. I cannot seem to make sense of what to
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do next. I think that the novel will work well for one class of
students; however, I am lost as to what to do for the other class.
My goal is to have the students become aware and to want to
learn.
Social Science
Profession:

Well, I'm up against Liz who has read it before, and has seen the
movie, and I can't ask questions like, “What do you think is going
to happen in this chapter?” I do, but not then it may be a little bit
too easy for Adam, and a little bit too difficult for Kim.1 That
what's been kicking around in my head lately, is what is the most
important thing for me for the class? What do I see as the end goal
for the class? Is it learning the text, is it taking some life lesson
out of it, is it the fact that I can point to the parents and say,
“Listen, I covered such-and-such,” I mean, all of those things
factor into it. Even the comments that we make on papers. You
know, somewhere in the back of our heads we think that the parent
might see it or a teacher might see it, and if we're not being
constructive, what we see as constructive for them, for anybody
that sees it.2

Teacher
Mythology:

Not for the student themselves, but anyone that sees it like, “Good
job, but you could do better in this area.” I mean, who are we
actually putting it there for? That is the question—really, what is
important?2 I think one reason that I use some traditional forms of
literature—the literature that is expected of high school students
preparing to enter college—is because I may feel somewhat guilty
for my informal instructional technique. I do often act quite
strange in my classes.1 Right now, in my World Literature
classes—World Literature, that's such a strange way to title the
class, because that simply means everything worldwide.

Social Science
Profession:

Like I said before,41 think we should call it all, then, “Survey of
the Teacher's Favorites.”3

Teacher
Mythology:

Atlas Shrugged holds a special place in my heart.1

Social Science
Profession:

I know it's an unrealistic book, but I love the idea of having
absolute values and acting with absolute consistency in relation to
them. The thing I want the kids to get out of Ayn Rand is the
importance of consistency. That if you hold a specific value, you
are obligated to act consistently with that value. She takes it to an
extreme: that if you value life, you must act in a particular way,
which she defines, that is the logical result of valuing life—that
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rational thought is the ultimate value of human life, the tool of our
survival, and thus rational thought must be valued above all else.1
Teacher
Mythology:

This book was important for Rob to read, and Mike should be
reading it this summer (Rob bought it for him for his birthday).1

Social Science
Profession:

They both value rationality above all else already, but they don't
always act consistently with that value. This is the thing I have no
problem teaching them, in regards to values. I won't necessarily
tell them what their values should be, but I will tell them that they
need to act consistently with their values. If they value honesty,
they shouldn't lie. It they value reason, they shouldn't refuse to
think. Value consistency. I pick on inconsistencies, in my
students, and in the people around me. Six months later, I'm still
really impressed with the references Rob and Mike bring up to
give examples to the concepts we discuss: “How would Ayn Rand
react if she were Romeo and Tybalt had killed her best friend?” I
wonder, too, at my ability to try and answer the questions the kids
have about how Rand would respond to their questions, their
challenges.1

Teacher
Mythology:

For me it was Hawthorne. I hated The Scarlet Letter in high
school. I loved it in college. It seemed like the kids could relate to
it due to its relevant topics of sex, adultery, obsession, revenge,
oppression, and the empowerment of women. Although I do have
a problem with the phrase “empowerment of women,” I guess that
Hester is given or allowed to feel power as far as her life is
concerned. My point is: given the dominant themes the kids
should be able to relate. I think that the presentation of the
material is important—the use of analogies—real life modem
examples, but even as I write this, again I’m struck by the weight
of the word “presentation.” Doesn’t that mean that I know how to
draw connections for the kids? Doesn’t that assume that I know
the kids’ experience? Do I? Does the fact that I once was a
teenager mean that I know or have shared each student’s
experience? Sure I suffered the normal teenage angst—the everchanging object of desire—the confusion—peer pressure, etc.
But! Does it mean I know their angst—desires, confusion? No, I
guess not, but I can guess or draw from my own experience to
make some broad comparisons.1

Social Science
Profession:

Is this class or for that matter, education, a vehicle for
socialization?
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Teacher
Mythology:

One of my favorite quotes is by Wilde: “Truth is rarely pure and
never simple.” Even this quote when looked at under this
microscope causes me some problems. It goes to the question of
what is truth? The whole social construction of knowledge thing.
This leads me to think about perception, my view of one thing
could change tomorrow and wouldn’t my idea of what truth is
change, based on the altering of perception?2

Social Science
Profession:

Finally, the big question is: after two and half weeks of this novel,
are the students any closer to understanding The Scarlet Letter?
Fact-wise—maybe.2

Teacher
Mythology:

Morally, spiritually, emotionally—some. As an after thought—
what is my role in all of this?2

Social Science
Profession:

Merely a moderator of discussion? A fact-giver?2

Teacher
Mythology:

Am I a person who sifts and sorts through responses given by
students looking for what I think is important?2

Social Science
Profession:

Who made [you] a Hawthorne expert?

Teacher
Mythology:

When I started Night, a lot of them said, “Oh, I've already read
this. I said “I'm glad” because when they read it earlier or at a
younger age, it doesn't have the same meaning—just as if they
were to read Night two or three years down the line. It would
mean a different thing to them then having read it this year,
because they will bring with them different experiences that they
see. They just read it differently and take different meanings from
the text. And understand things that they weren’t able to before.1

Social Science
Profession:

I can't remember the name of the psychologist, but there's one
thing from curriculum development that's always stuck in the back
of my mind and it's when kids at different stages of development,
typically they're prepared to start thinking about certain kinds of
things. I've always remembered that at the high school age—I'm
hazy on all of it—but their thinking begins to expand and they
think more in terms of global themes and things like that, and that's
always kind of been part of my thinking behind things, I guess.3

Teacher
Mythology:

Right.4 And now, after having finished Night we're reading Dawn,
by the same author, and that deals with Israeli freedom fighters.
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I ve never taught the novel, and I am right now, educating myself
about the conflict in Israel with the Palestinians. I’m going to
territory that I've never gone into before, and this afternoon,
because it is so interesting to me, I really get somewhat upset and
passionate, I guess you could say, during the class itself In the
middle of the board there are two hand marks where I slammed my
fists twice because they weren't listening and they weren't as
serious as I wanted them to be.1
Social Science
Profession:

I have used Demian before, but I just approached that in the
traditional way—you know, there are questions at the end of each
chapter. And that's that. But I've never approached it in this way
before.1

Teacher
Mythology:

I don't know where the class is going to identify with something in
the book. Some experience of the character, where they can say to
themselves, “I understand what he or she is saying or feeling” and
to maybe take some lesson from it. That's the ultimate goal—to
make them learn something and apply it to life.3 We did that in
Missy’s class. I chose a story, and it wasn't only for her, but I
chose a story that I thought really addressed something that she
had been going through personally and used that in the class itself.
In a roundabout, way talked about how someone should deal with
this problem and so on and so forth. The personal aspect of it, like
the typical type of things I would have to talk to Missy’s about,
none of the education classes that I took would help me help her.
The things that I used during those times were the things that I was
taught as a kid growing up, from my grandmother, from my
mother, and things like that. For her, I thought anyway, her
personal needs, you know, self-esteem, things like that, emotional
needs, out-weighed her academic needs.1 But I don't think that
they are two different things—they just kind of bleed into one
another at a certain point, and they're never separate. Because
when you're in school, one of the most powerful factors in being
here is that you don't feel good about yourself if you don't do well
in school.2 Someone like Luke, it was very different. The things
that I took in my education classes helped out more with him then
they would for Missy’s. You know, the affective objectives—that
was huge for me. Because I always thought that it was just
educational—here's what I wanted, these are the objectives that I
want to hit, but the affective objectives. I did have a very good
professor at UMASS who shook up the whole education
community because she was new and she wanted to implement all
these new fangled ideas and the other professors were very

regimented. And that is one of the things that she introduced me
to.1
Social Science
Profession:

I guess on some level, because of the business at hand, you just
want to get through the lesson, and you never realize, or you never
think about how it's going to affect the class emotionally, or what
feelings you want to evoke or whatever.3

Teacher
Mythology:

That was pretty good for me, and I always put that on the
observation form when someone comes to observe my class,
because I think, on a bigger level than some of the writing
exercises that I work on, that I want them to be able to see that a
piece of literature can affect them internally.3

Social Science
Profession:

You can't measure that.3

Teacher
Mythology:

I know, but that can be a goal.

Social Science
Profession:

You can't truly measure how much a person appreciates something
or is interested in something. How do you do that? If you measure
it by having them write an opinion on it, then you're not assessing
the affect completely.3

Teacher
Mythology:

You can discuss it with them. We did some verbal reading a piece
of non-fiction and it was all about the concentration camps and
these terribly, horribly detailed, gross, disgusting stories, and every
day after we read it, Luke would end up being late to his next class
because he'd stop to talk to me about it and about how horrible it
was and how this book was so terrible, and he really doesn't want
to read it, but he feels that he should because it's real history and
it's really gruesome. If I was judging his affect, I would easily give
him an A, but with other kids who wouldn't, you know they
wouldn't have reacted the same way. I don't know that it's
something that you can measure. If you could measure it, it would
be varying degrees.3

Teacher
Mythology:

But it sounds like you're saying the only things that really count in
*3
there are more technical sorts of reading and writing skills.

Social Science
Profession:

No. I don't know why, but that's what I do for the most part—I'm
only shooting for things in the future in for my class. My goal for
them is to show them what is important in the world for them to
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prepare them for the future.3
Teacher
Mythology:

Maybe I fancy myself the rebel teacher who takes the classics and
reshapes them and makes it meaningful for the students.1

Social Science
Profession:

It has been extremely difficult to maintain appropriate and
effective levels of focus with this class because of personal issues
(disagreements) that some of the more vocal students bring with
them to class. It is nearly impossible to discuss the meaning of
shadow imagery in a novel with students who are boiling over
because “He said this” or “She said that.” 1

Teacher
Mythology:

It also brings the topic of gay lit, too. In college it's perfectly
acceptable for them to offer classes on gay lit, but in high school
it's kind of questionable. It would also depend on the area—is it an
area that's not acceptable in high school?3

Social Science
Profession:

No, I think you could teach it, but you couldn't teach just that—
you could probably do a unit on diversity and include gay lit in it,
but I don't think that you could do a whole course.3

Teacher
Mythology:

It's funny you mention it—today during my American Lit class, we
were starting Walt Whitman, and last week we watched a
documentary, and they were just going on and on about him being
homosexual—the kids were. Just that these images of a naked
man moving—the still photographs linked together to form
motion, and out of everything in that entire video—that was the
one I ended up hearing about. And yet, every other day they were
like this with one another, touching one another. And they joke
about it every other day. And now they're offended that they had
to watch a video with images of a naked man? Give me a break.
They play around with that idea every other day.3

Social Science
Profession:

My goal is to finish traditional literature next week so we can
begin historical fiction for which we will be reading To Kill a
Mockingbird as a class. I chose this novel because it is one of
those books that everyone should read. It is also well written, has
an interesting plot and has a lot of good stuff in it (e.g., literary
techniques, dialect, characterization, historical relevance). They
are now on chapter seven and have been reading independently
and answering questions. On Friday they had their first quiz and
two kids got 100% and two basically failed it. The questions were
right from the questions they had been answering, and they were
told that the quiz questions would be right from there. The quiz
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had five questions which made each one worth twenty points, so
instead of grading each quiz separately, I decided to wait until they
have taken a couple quizzes and then grade them. Hopefully this
will give an accurate picture of their understanding, but also not
have their grades be unbelievably low.2 Before that was And Then
There Were None, by Agatha Christie. Which we read because I
wanted to broaden their horizons, I wanted to give them something
that they would not otherwise read. That's my—that’s what I try to
do more than anything. Expose them to people that they wouldn't
read, and because of this, a couple of kids have expressed an
interest in reading more Agatha Christie.3 I would like to discuss
something that I have been thinking about for the past few days.
Last week, while in the library, there were two classes scheduled
in—mine and another teacher’s. My class was working and the
other class was not. One of my students said to the other teacher,
“Your class is out of control.” He responded by saying “What do
you expect from students who can’t listen to what I ask them to
do.” This teacher is late to the classes, gets upset about errors made
that can be attributed to specific skill deficits, conducts himself in
a too-casual manner for my taste. I work very hard at getting my
students to work and creating an atmosphere of genuine academic
pursuit. This may seem laughable to people, but it is one of my
goals. For a teacher to then waltz into this atmosphere which I
created and disturb it with insincerity and a laissez-faire approach
to instruction, I do not like it. I can guarantee that if I had the
group of students he has they would not be as disruptive. I have
seen these students in other classes and they do not act like that. It
is the atmosphere created by the teacher. Is this me acting like a
prick? Probably, but I think it's relevant because I use my anger
about the situation to energize me in becoming a better teacher.
Has he ever made a worksheet for students? Has he ever moved
from behind his desk to interact with the students during class?
Has he ever thought more than one day ahead?
Teacher
Mythology:

I should not be writing these things if I don’t have the courage to
do anything about it. Who am I to say such things? I have a life
outside of school. I did the things I needed to do when I
commuted a fucking hour and a half to and from work, living in a
difficult situation. Yet, I had the best summer school I have ever
had. I have had the best year professionally, even though my
personal life has undergone some setbacks. Maybe I have learned
something as a student. I have learned how to deal with shit and
wait until it grows into something beautiful.
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4.5 “This is a huge responsibility”
Teacher
Mythology:

I have a lot of people joke with me and say I can’t believe that
you’re responsible for the youth of tomorrow, you know, the adults
of tomorrow! But in some respects, they’re right. I guess I’m
responsible tor shaping, right? Molding? Whatever you want,
forming? You know, all those, what, they connote. This is a huge
responsibility.1

Social Science
Profession:

I feel comfortable because I went through training. Somebody told
me that these were the theories that adolescents needed in order to
learn, within the English curriculum and, supposedly outside, by
all the adolescent psychologists. Here’s the way they learn; here’s
the way they learn best, all that theory, so I guess I’ve been
exposed enough to all that stuff that I feel like I’m qualified. Who
decides what the end-goal is on the operating table? The doctor.
Right? and you put your trust in that person. It just seems like, it’s
not about instant gratification, I guess, when you’re a teacher. You
have to trust that either the student is learning, or that you’re doing
a good job or you’re going to take the small miracles everyday: a
concept is grasped, or maybe he wrote a sentence today, when
yesterday he couldn’t.1

Teacher
Mythology:

My whole deal is, I’m up there with a purpose. I can’t expect to
work miracles, but I can’t afford to give up on that either. I guess
that the number one consideration is that you’re not belittling the
person involved; you just keep them wanting or trying to learn. I
think that’s the main consideration. That doesn’t mean that I can’t
get angry, it doesn’t mean that, you know, I can’t have my say,
especially dealing with a student population where their egos are
already fragile and their self-esteem is low. You can afford to be a
little bit gentler, but at the same time you have to be firm. I don’t
know who put me in this role, but I feel pretty good. I suppose it’s
more surrogate parents. If you are not able or you don’t feel
capable enough to fulfill that responsibility, then you need to hit
the road. If I’m being the best person that I can be—as surrogate
parents or as role models, you can’t do one thing and expect the
students to do another.1 I can't help but be upset by people who
treat the profession as lightheartedly as they do—a profession that
has, undoubtedly, saved my fucking life. I think that I would lose
more of my sanity if I was doing anything else. Teaching is the
only thing that makes sense to me. It is a noble profession, yes—
but, I think my need for teaching is extremely selfish. Where does
the line between action for others and action for one's self exist?
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Regardless, I am happy to be caught in the middle. It is now my
sixth year. I am still faced with the questions that plagued me
during my first year; however, I do not view these questions as an
indication of my ineptitude or inadequacy. Rather, I view these
questions as natural. It is my questioning that forces me to
continue searching for the answer. I have realized, finally, that the
answer today may not be tomorrow’s answer and that is as it
should be. The solutions to today’s problems are tailored to
address specific characteristics that may not be present the next
day. I have a renewed sense of purpose that has provided me with
strength in the face of this ever-changing set of circumstances.2
Social Science
Profession:

I grasp to the guiding principle of preparing students for their
futures while embracing the reality of addressing their lives today.3

Teacher
Mythology:

In a postmodern curriculum there must be.. .a sense of indecision
and indeterminacy to curriculum planning. The ends perceived are
not so much ends as beginnings; they represent ends-in-view, or
beacons, which act as guides before the curriculum implementation
process begins.27 Most importantly, I have realized that, as a
teacher, I must remain willing to learn. I am a student, above all
else, learning from young men and women as much, if not more,
than I purport to teach as I stand in front of them each morning. I
am a teacher who accepts and welcomes the humbling role of
student. And as a student, I look forward to each day as an
opportunity to learn something that was, previously, unknown to
me. For example, today’s class started off reasonably well.
However, it was somewhat difficult to establish a tone of
seriousness when students approach the class as merely another
class.

Social Science
Profession:

Some students would rather laugh about jokes mumbled in the
hallway, rather than pondering the thematic importance of “night”
imagery in the novel.2

Teacher
Mythology:

Don’t they understand that I am trying to enrich their lives, to
show them that things are not as pleasant as they may have thought
People have suffered horribly. These students come from lives of
luxury and affluence. The Mercedes and The BMW has shuffled
them from point A to point B all of their lives. What could they
possibly know about blackness, and blood, and broken brains,
detached from all sense of reality and understanding? Is it any
wonder that they cannot submerge themselves into the reading and
attempt to understand that pervading sadness that creeps from each
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page of the novel? It is dense with sadness and misery and they
hold it as if it were only paper, bound with paste and glue. What is
wrong with them? How dare their hands touch this text? They do
not deserve it. During a discussion (an attempt at initiating
discussion), the fire alarm bell rang out. I yelled, “Shit.” The
students laughed and we all filed out into the hallway, down the
corridor, through the double doors out to our designated “safe
place.” The students left behind their stuffed backpacks, oversized
jackets, and all of their other personal belongings in my classroom
and walked out into a cold, afternoon drizzle. When we were
allowed to re-enter the building, I had a thought. This unexpected
shock, this unknown deviation from schedule was something
remotely, remotely, approaching the brevity and swiftness of
absolute and complete change experienced by the Jews. Stripped
of their personal belongings, forced from the warmth of the
expected and predictable lives they had lived, the Jews were forced
into the gray of the unknown, neither hopelessly black nor
promisingly bright. Simply shuffled into a vast uncertainty,
ghettos wherein hope lingered like a stain, barely noticeable yet
not yet eliminated. I said, passionately, “What just happened to
us... THIS is what happened to the people in this book... they
were taken from everything they knew, everything that they had
gathered in life and called their own... forced into the cold... all
titles were eliminated... distinctions were gone... everyone was
the same... everyone became a nothing.” I thought that I had really
struck a deep chord within them. I think that, perhaps, I did in
some of the students. Some of them responded with what they
thought they should say (I hate that). Others said nothing at all.
These are the students who were influenced, to some degree. They
looked at me differently. As if they realized something that they
had not known of before. I continued the class by reading more
biographical information about Viktor Frankl. I read the article
with more passion than I have ever read anything in my life. It
was as if I was speaking the truth to a gathering of interested and
genuine seekers. I was ecstatic. Then one student leaned back in
his chair. The first sign of disinterest. I increased the rate of my
speech, deepened my voice so that it reverberated against the
surface of the table. Again, the same student. A smile. A fucking
smile on his glib, acne-covered face. I wanted to lean across the
table and slap him. The inconsiderate, unfeeling monster. HOW
COULD HE LAUGH AT A TIME LIKE THIS? What could
compel a person to feel so detached from the human race as to
laugh at a time when we were discussing the meaning of life... the
meaning that some people attached to their lives in order to

143

continue living in the most desolate and degrading of situations. I
stared at him. Widening my eyes, I continued reading, now, with a
slight tone of agitation. I was becoming violent in a way. It felt as
if it were a battle, of sorts. I would challenge his coldness with
passion. Unfortunately, I lost. By the end of the class, all but one
of the students began behaving immaturely. They were taken from
the world of the text that I had almost created in the classroom.2
Social Science
Profession:

If it were a more traditionally-based, academic topic, I would not
be as angry and frustrated. 2 Let me talk about for a second about
something that I started doing this year with this particular class
I'm working with. I grade every thing they give me with an A, B,
C or F. Everything they give me, I put a letter grade on it. And
I've noticed that in doing that, with these younger students, it
makes them work a little bit harder on some of their stuff. It's a lot
of work for me to do that, but, and I hate doing it, but I noticed that
they take it more seriously if they know that's going to be the way.3

Teacher
Mythology:

But with this class, with these students, I feel the need to address
something more than that.3

Social Science
Profession:

I am still emphasizing the skills needed for college.3

Teacher
Mythology:

However, emotionally these students are simply unprepared. I
believe that in order to be a true student, you must be able to feel
something, to recognize the blood and bones that construct the
text. On this day, I failed to get that message across. And I feel
miserable and angry because of that failure. I am shooting for the
moon, you might say. But, what else am I supposed to do? I am
not surrendering by any means. If anything, I am more determined
than ever to show these students the life that breathes between the
2
words and the sadness that crawls all over the page.

Social Science
Profession:

That reminds me,4 I just did a section with Ben Franklin. We went
through and discussed that he had his thirteen virtues that he lived
by and we went over those virtues and then the kids made a graph,
I had them pick six of the virtues. Well actually, we did it
together, and then we made a graph of those six virtues. Then
throughout the day they would check off where they felt (after
each class period) that a virtue was accomplished or where they
went against it and didn't accomplish that. And it was a horror. I
thought it would be so wonderful to do, and I thought this would
be great. Each night I would have them write a response to their

144

graph of virtues—how they felt they did through the day and how
they could have done better. It was just a fiasco—it was awful. I
was so disappointed. Really, it was awful.3
Teacher
Mythology:

Right, like I said,4 emotionally these students are simply
unprepared.2

Social Science
Profession:

It’s hard for kids to read Ben Franklin, that's probably why. All we
ever did was a short piece of his biography, and basically we just
listened to virtues. I went over what each virtue meant, and the
definitions, and they understood what the all meant—well, a fair
amount, and then I said, “I want you to see how these are used
each day in your life in the classroom with the other students and
with your work, and your production and that type of thing.” I
thought it was awful.3

Teacher
Mythology:

I don't know, I don't think they took it seriously, for one. I think a
lot of them, like Mark in particular, would be checking off
everything. He did everything perfectly throughout the day.3

Social Science
Profession:

Do you think it was just too abstract for them?3

Teacher
Mythology:

I thought about that, but with the definition about what each
individual virtue was, it's kinda hard to see it's that. I mean, I
couldn't see how it would be abstract with the definition right in
front of them. How do you know it was a fiasco? What actually
happened? 3

Social Science
Profession:

Well, their paragraphs were not really paragraphs; they were two
or three sentences. Kim did very well with it. She was great. She
had some great paragraphs; her graphs matched what her
paragraphs were.3

Teacher
Mythology:

She was honest about it, and it was almost like a journal, where she
said, “I snapped at this kid because he sounded like he was being
stupid, and in reality I just didn't understand what he meant after I
thought about it.” And she really did some good things with it. So
there was a success.3

Social Science
Profession:

Yeah, for one student, yeah.3

Teacher

That's what I—I keep going back to that. Does it have to be the
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Mythology:

whole class or one?2

Social Science
Profession:

But how can you keep doing it if only one kid is getting it out of
seven?3

Teacher
Mythology:

I don’t think that you quite got my point about enriching students’
lives. Let me explain a little more.4 This past weekend I bought a
book titled Uncommon Learning: Henry David Thoreau on
Education. It contains excerpts from Walden that address
education, learning, teaching, etc. He claims that teachers should
show students that learning is a life-long process. That is what I
hope I am doing with my class. Showing them that it is never to
late to be motivated to learn something new. To have the fucking
humility to admit openly that I do not know anything about a topic,
but am dedicated to learning about it. Why don't more people feel
this way about teaching? I am preaching on my fucking high
horse, I know. But Christ, can people always use the excuse of
their personal life as an obstacle in changing their approach to their
profession? Is it wrong to think of teaching as a lifestyle, and not
only as a job? I am a sponge and use things I think, feel,
experience in my classes. Is that wrong? I don't know. I don't
hesitate to use some pretty shitty personal experiences as examples
or points of interest in conversations I have with students. Does it
show the students that “I AM A HUMAN BEING”—like all the
teaching propaganda espouses as being one of the most admirable
traits of an effective teacher. That’s not why I'm doing it. I get
some personal satisfaction out of sharing something like a break¬
up or an argument with a student because, is some sad way, it
seems to help me.

Social Science
Profession:

Is this the ultimate in selfish behavior?

Teacher
Mythology:

I don't know. I need this exchange. Am I immature because of it?
I don't know.

Social Science
Profession:

[Are you] afraid of communicating with adults?

Teacher
Mythology:

I don’t know. Here’s another example that might help.4 We have
restarted The Accident with a focus upon the narrator's relationship
with God. I think one of the most important reasons I have
decided to go in this direction is because it seems so obvious.
Religion is a major factor in the novel and it seems only right to
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address it as such. I do want to explain that as convinced as I am
right now that I am doing the right thing, this assuredness and
confidence may begin to decline as the semester progresses. It is
not as if I have finally “figured out” my teaching style. I may
decide to teach my classes in a completely different manner in the
future. In fact, I’m sure that I will. The teacher next door often
says that my actions contradict my stated opinions. This may be
true, but I would rather be moving and changing and adapting, as
opposed to remaining motionless, stagnant. I may contradict
myself. But, what does that indicate? That I have reconsidered a
previously-held belief and developed a new version, a new
thought. I think that teaching is an on-going process that is never
ending—the belief of Sartre with regard to the development of the
self. Trust me, I am not that well-read and I am probably using
this reference to make myself look intelligent. But anyway, Sartre
believed that a person never becomes a finalized version of him or
herself. The self is a process of becoming, an ever-changing and
evolving series of events and thoughts and opinions and ideas.
Social Science
Profession:

It sounds a lot like one of those teacher movies—you know, Dead
Poets’ or something.4 You know, the outsider coming in. All those
movies are almost exactly the same. You know, the outsider
coming in and overcoming the odds—faced with the opposition of
the administration and really identifying with the students. And in
each one of those movies there was a scene where the kid—the
teacher had been kicked out by the administration, and his or her
students stood up and said, “We want you stay because you've
made the difference in our lives.”3

Teacher
Mythology:

I don't necessarily—I can't really say how much that kind of
formula has influenced the way I think about teaching. I'm sure it
has, but it's not anything that I necessarily have in the front of my
mind when I do what I do, but I'm sure it's there. That it would be
nice to get to that point with kids, but—based on what I said
earlier, the kids needs are obviously important, but I think a lot of
what I do is based on what I need at the time.

Social Science
Profession:

I think I wouldn't advertise that. Because of what teachers are
supposed to be— putting the student first above everything else.
Or just being a professional. Professionals, a doctor wouldn't put
his needs above the patient; a lawyer wouldn't put his needs above
his clients; and a teacher shouldn't put his or her needs above the
'y

student.
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Teacher
Mythology:

But. Maybe because it would not tarnish, but maybe reduce the
importance of teaching? The profession maybe? Or change the
perception that people have. You know, if that's the way it was
described, that teaching was a job where you can satisfy your own
needs while helping others. If it was described in that way,
obviously people would.. .the fact that it isn't described. Maybe I
wouldn't, I don't feel comfortable saying it. I don't know.3

Social Science
Profession:

And I'm pretty quick to kinda put that stuff to the side. Because I
think part of the reason I continue to have an interest in something
is because I get wrapped up in trying to sell it to the kids, that
maybe in the way I sell it to myself to kinda keep it going,
personally, because the fact that every day I have to talk about it
and make it interesting to them, then they come back. They react
to me by saying something interesting, and it's just that constant
interaction and discussion of whatever it may be that makes me
want to continue doing it. If I start another section on something
and am just as interested in it, and I'll try it, but I don't get anything
back from them—it makes it less appealing to me, maybe. Even
though it is a need I still may have, it may filter out in it's own way
as a lot of things do. But if I get some feedback that makes it a
little bit more interesting and exciting, then I'll continue with it.1

Teacher
Mythology:

And maybe one of the needs is the feedback itself. I really can't
see myself doing anything else. I can't give you a time frame, but I
really can't. People, that statistical—I forget exactly, but the
number of times people change their occupations throughout their
lifetimes. I heard four—someone said that it’s six times? I can't
imagine doing that. You know, six times, I can't even imagine just
changing once. I don't consider my time at Caldor before I started
here as a profession. I guess things change, things come up that
make you think about things. Well, it's like, for me anyway, most
of the people I talk with, when we talk about jobs, there's more
about their jobs that they don't like then there is that they do like.
But for me it's the other way around; there's more that I do like
then there is more that I don't. And the things that I do like, I'm
really able to use them in my job, because that is my job. And for
other people, the thing that they like to do at work may come about
every now and then, and be a result of a coincidence, or just be an
occasional kind of thing, but for me it's an everyday thing. The
thing that I really like is what I deal with every day: talking,
learning, interacting with kids, learning about the kids, trying to
help them out, using whatever it is that I can that I think will work.
It's much more fulfilling and meaningful. When I worked retail,

there was no satisfaction. It's like going to confession. Because
you feel like you did what you're supposed to do as a human being,
I guess. I felt clean. I can't remember it specifically, but I
remember not the first time, but when I was really into going and
church and everything. But it felt like it was my responsibility as a
Christian to go, follow the Roman Catholic thing, and I felt like it
was my responsibility and duty to go, and when I did, I felt good
because of it. Because I met some requirement, I fulfilled
something that I was supposed to fulfill and I felt good because I
did. So there was that temporary satisfaction, but maybe in the
back of my mind maybe I felt I earned some points on the big
score board. I don't know—maybe it is a little like that. Because I
do feel better about myself when something like that works out in
the classroom. I feel as if I'm fulfilling some of the responsibility
that I have. And it does lift my spirits when something does work
out. And there are days when I know I yell when I shouldn't, or
say something when I shouldn't, or don't try as hard as I should,
but I know that there'll be an opportunity the very next day to kind
of redeem myself, at least in my own eyes. And I'm not sure why I
described it in that way but I think it's pretty accurate, because I do
have this sense that in one way or another, maybe this is someway
for me to give back some of the things that I received during my
life, whether it's from my mother, or grandmother or other
teachers. I get the sense that I'm doing something worthwhile. It
is meaningful because again I do feel as if I am fulfilling or
meeting some responsibility that I have just as being a person. I
feel as if I'm following through with that. Maybe more so to me
because of the way I was brought up.1
In some ways it is surprising that I did end up as a teacher, because
when I think about my family, because I didn't come from a family
of academically minded people in the traditional sense. My father
was a carpenter and a cab driver; my mother was a secretary. My
maternal grandparents were laborers, working in a hospital, and
my older sister is a dental hygienist, but she went just to a trade
school, it wasn't a liberal arts program or a four-year college.1

Teacher
Mythology:

The older I got the more that I saw that doing well in school kinda
made the people around me relatively happy.1

Social Science
Profession:

To me, teaching—it's like a wave of chaos that we're all trying to
hold back with various tools. There are some days when the chaos
is a little stronger than others, and there are some days when the
order's a little stronger than others, but I think our daily life is a

'W

Social Science
Profession:
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struggle between order and chaos. Not that that's a bad thing.
Learning how to think so that you can do whatever it is out in the
world that you're going do later on. You need to think no matter
what you're doing.3
Teacher
Mythology:

It's my goal tor my students to understand that some reasons are
more important than others. 1

Social Science
Profession:

Usually I try to stay away from definite statements. Instead I'll ask
them the question, because I don't want to be trying to force ideas
down their throats, but I'll ask the question, “which one's more
important?” And for the most part they'll get it.1

Teacher
Mythology:

Teaching is like gardening, you prune away what you don't want,
you encourage what you do. You try and make a hospitable
environment for what you want to happen. And you encourage it
to grow, but you can't really make it. 1

Social Science
Profession:

Well, there's the things that are useful, and then there's the things
that are pretty. A good combination of both is what every gardener
wants: pretty plus useful.1

Teacher
Mythology:

And that just sounds like just a good way to live, to me, too. You
can't cut either one of them out. All the public schools that cut art
and music forget that. They just go for the useful. Just useful is
boring. No one wants to live that way. For me personally, I'm the
kind of kid that never wanted to stop going to school, so there's
that. Partly just still being in school, and partly still learning,
because I do.1

Social Science
Profession:

Right, I get to exercise my own skills of analysis and judgment on
a regular basis and I work on my own expression and
communication skills.1

Teacher
Mythology:

Me, I love being surprised by the kids. I love when they just come
up with these really perceptive, insightful, intelligent things to say.
It makes me—it gives me hope. That not everyone out there in the
world is going to be a moron. Hope that the population of the
world won't be filled with complete morons, necessarily, which I
sometimes worry that it is. People have stopped thinking and have
just focused on the automatic reactions: “This is what I do in this
situation” and don’t really think about it. It's like having your own
little plot of world to make better. It's not a huge effect, at once,
on the world I guess, but you can make a big difference in the lives
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of a couple of people. But, I worry because I think the kids like
me, and I don't want to be wrong about that.1
Social Science
Profession:

It shouldn't be important, but that's the thing. It seems like it's
overly important to some teachers, which is part of the reason why
they don’t get it. I don't act like it's important to me, and I think
kids know that. And I think that adds to the fact that they do like
me. It's the teachers that want to be buddies so they lay off.1

Teacher
Mythology:

I really feel like my classroom is a reflection of my personality. I
really feel like what I teach is a reflection of who I am. How I am
with the kids is a reflection of who I am. I don’t think I put on any
airs. I don’t think I put on any shows. I think what you see is what
you get with me. I’m sure I influence students. I’m glad I do. I
think the positive stuff, the messages that I send to them about
social issues, about self issues. The curriculum—I don’t know—I
hope whatever I give them they get, but I think it’s more role
modeling that they get. 1

Social Science
Profession:

Would you say that to these kids’ parents? What would they
think?3

Teacher
Mythology:

Some parents come and say “Wow, everything that you taught
little Johnnie last year really made a big difference this year.” And
I'm thinking to myself, “Little Johnnie didn't do jack-bone last
year, I don't know what he's learned.” I don't know. It seems that
maybe sometimes the kids get it and you don't see it, or it comes
out later, or I don't know. I don't know how I measure how
whether or not the class has been a success or not. I think
sometimes it comes out later.
•>

Social Science
Profession:

I found that out with Tira and Narla. All last year teaching writing,
I was like, “These kids are not doing anything—why can't they
write a sentence? why can't they spell correctly? why can't they
edit?” And this year, I have both of them in writing, and Tira is
just writing, like, amazingly. I'm like, “Hey, I had her last year,
maybe it did work.” At first I was like, “Maybe it was the teacher
she had over the summer.” But then I had Narla, too. And I was
like, “She can go back and read her own work now, and she write
and identify incomplete sentences and knows when to ask for
help.”3 And then there are other kids who totally still don't get it,
but every once in a while you get the one that makes you smile
because you know that they learned. I guess it's easy with OrtonGillingham or the Wilson program when you see the kid progress.
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But with something that is a little bit more abstract, like, “Are you
getting what you're reading?” Do they grasp the bigger picture? I
don't know. I guess that I just hope sometimes.2
Teacher
Mythology:

You're not going to trot out the testing insert? I don't give exams.
It absolutely drives the kids nuts that I don’t. Julian is going
insane, “Are you sure we're not having a final exam?” I mean, it's
reading comprehension. We don't have like—it's not like adding
like in math. In math is pretty straight outright in giving a final
exam. Reading comprehension is like—I don't know? Give them
a story they never read before and... watch them comprehend? Or
not? And it's funny—and why would you want to make, in my
point of view, why would you want the whole thing depend on that
one story? What makes it the final exam, though? It just happens
to be the last exam or something or what?3

Social Science
Profession:

I feel like we need something, though. Chris is a good example.
All year he had no confidence and really low skills at the
beginning of the year. He seems to have made a lot progress—and
I want to see now how he does reading the story. I think we're
going to read a story, which will be a little bit hard for him, maybe.
Just see how he does reading. It might at least confirm what I
think—that he has made some progress.

Teacher
Mythology:

And if he does read poorly, then what will you think?3

Social Science
Profession:

Nothing. Just a fluke of examining bad.

Teacher
Mythology:

That's funny, because that's what I would think about it. It would
be nice to have if he does really well on it, you're saying .

Social Science
Profession:

I can remember my 8th grade English class. We had to remember
things from each of the books that we had read all year on one
exam. It was crazy, too. I can remember one of the things was
that Helen Keller thing—it was a play about Helen Keller? The
Miracle Worker? We read that, we had to remember things from
that. We had to remember things from A Midsummer Night’s
Dream.3

Teacher
Mythology:

Just things that had nothing to do with each other? And you'd have
to answer questions about the characters and all this at the end?
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Social Science
Profession:

Right, but at least we could point to something that we had done
all year. You know? At least that teacher was able to show what
he had done with us. And the people who are really good at doing
that they have no problem with it.3 Like Matt, Sam, and David
today were talking about The Hobbit. We were going chapter by
chapter, and they're participating while talking about it and making
comments, and they can remember details and information from
every chapter. They can even keep it clear in their head what was
in one chapter and what was in the next.2

Teacher
Mythology:

What I'm doing in my World Lit class today I started a review of
the year. I've been telling them that it's a final exam, but like Harb,
I'm not using it as a final exam grade. But it's going to be a writing
assignment and in it they need to kind of explain how they did in
each quarter based on the particular things that we did as a class.
They kind of look at what we did each quarter and they have to
write a response or opinion.2

Social Science
Profession:

I do think it's good for some kids to have these exams the last
week. I think it makes the last week a little bit more productive for
kids. It might make it, for some, unnecessarily nerve wracking or
something, but for certain kids I think it helps them to focus better
and work a little harder when they really would otherwise.
Sometimes the self-awareness and closure is important. Like:
“This is the culmination of what I've been trying to tell you all
year."3

Teacher
Mythology:

But most of the stuff I give kids is mostly to see how much they
can do independently at the point at the end of the year. What's a
representation of what they can do at the end of the year after
everything I have told them? In my writing class, I gave them a
writing assignment to look back at what they've done over the
year, and how they can improve their work, and write it and edit it
on their own.3

Social Science
Profession:

I do that, but I assess them and then don't do anything to it. Just
hand them the worksheet with the grade.

Teacher
Mythology:

I really, the way I judge or assess the class is whether there is
conversation while we're reading, after the reading, during the
reading. Right now, I hate my class—they have nothing to say. I
hate having to pull teeth. I would rather have them talk completely
wrong about something, just as long as they're talking and arguing
with one another. That's beautiful. But to have dead silence?
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Social Science
Profession:

I don't think that the parents that have paid money want to hear
that.3

Teacher
Mythology:

I think I would say that it generated a discussion. It made your kid
think. That's what we're trying to do here. Anybody can teach the
canon and just have them forget, but to get your kid to really think
and analyze something? Can you think of classes or kids that you
think just really didn't get anything this year?3

Social Science
Profession:

Like Joe definitely didn't improve in reading comprehension. His
comprehension is no better than it was.3

Teacher
Mythology:

Or on the other side of things, not a lot of times, but—here's what
I'm getting at—how at the end of the year, it seems like a natural
time to think back and say “You know what—this worked
perfectly or not, a fiasco” or whatever. I think sometimes what
you really wish they would improve on, they don't necessarily do,
but they get other things. Joe was exposed to a variety of
literature. He read the books. Now he can say he's read To Kill A
Mockingbird: he's read The Hobbit: he's read The Outsiders.3

Social Science
Profession:

But definitely there's no improvement on his comprehension. 1

Teacher
Mythology:

That’s sort of true of the whole class. Their comprehension really
didn’t improve enough. Maybe they got some other skills that they
can use to do things, but it didn't like jump like the way I would
like. I feel like I'm not getting anywhere with Joey, because he
*2
never wants to do anything, never tries to do anything.
•

Social Science
Profession:

I don't think you're the only one. I know what that's like.

Teacher
Mythology:

It's so frustrating because no matter what you do, even if I try
playing a game with him or something, as soon as he sees it's
something to do with learning, he doesn’t want to do it anymore,
or it's stupid or childish. I try to read with him, and he doesn't
want to read and can't read a sentence without making fun of me or
calling someone a name or something like that, or, it's
unbelievable!

Social Science
Profession:

That kid has big problems.3
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Teacher
Mythology:

He just doesn't stop. He's non-stop. I don't know what to do
anymore. He's doing a one-on-one instead of with other kids that
help egg him on. Even still, I feel like—I feel frustrated like I'm
not getting anything done.2

Social Science
Profession:

Do you think he's learned anything? Like, mastered any other
skills or gotten better at anything?3

Teacher
Mythology:

It's funny you say that, because I went back in the OrtonGillingham book last week a little bit and then today, and I'm not
sure if he hasn't learned it or if he doesn't take it seriously.
Because I gave him a worksheet, and I said, “I want you to
underline all the sounds of long /a/ and long Id. “He went through
and underlined like every word in the whole little story. He got
like 50% of them wrong.3

Social Science
Profession:

He probably doesn't remember those. You know, the interesting
thing about him—the hard part about Joe is that he came here
having already had all of this stuff, using the OG method, and so
for over two years at his school it was kinda a mish-mash job, and
then he came here, so he knew some stuff but he didn't know other
stuff, and he was completely confused.3

Teacher
Mythology:

He just doesn't take the time. I think he's frustrated with himself.
He just doesn't take the time to do it because he knows that he has
such a difficult time doing it.3

Social Science
Profession:

Do you think he's being purposefully difficult?3

Teacher
Mythology:

Sometimes, absolutely.3

Social Science
Profession:

Well, I had him do a homework assignment which should have
been very simple for him, which it was. He still got one wrong on
it, but he came in the next day and informed me that this is what
his little sister did in second grade, and I shouldn't have given it to
him for a homework assignment, and he went on and on about how
easy it was and how stupid it was, and I went, “Joe, you got one
wrong. If it was so easy, why didn't you get them all right?” It was
like dictionary work to prepare him for looking up words in the
dictionary, making sure he knew what root words were, and that
kind of stuff. And he came in lecturing me for like ten minutes
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about how it was a stupid assignment, that his little sister would
have done in second grade, and he shouldn't have been doing it,
and he just went on and on and on. And he still got one wrong.2
Teacher
Mythology:

That's all about his self-esteem.3

Social Science
Profession:

That's another thing. He'll come in and complain about the terrible
journal topics that I give, but he won't come up with a list of ideas
on his own. He'll give me like, one, after he's complained for ten
minutes that my journal topics are terrible. So if he's doing it on
purpose, I don’t know why.3

Teacher
Mythology:

Let's say for the last year and a half, the last school year and so far
this year. Has he learned anything?3

Social Science
Profession:

I really don't know.3

Teacher
Mythology:

You don't know or you really don't think so?3

Social Science
Profession:

I really don't think he has. He hasn't shown much improvement.
It's hard to tell, too, because I have him for writing and he didn't
have writing last year, because I tried to go back to find some
samples of his writing, and stuff like that. And he didn't have
Writing Workshop all last year or in the summer, or we don't have
any papers left from it or whatever. So it's hard to tell.3

Teacher
Mythology:

Sometimes, he really tries and he can read pretty smoothly,
compared to what he usually does. Then there's the times where he
just doesn't want to do it so he just reads three words and then look
around the room, and say, “That's a long icicle over there.” And
then he'll be back in the book again, and then he'll forget where his
place is, so I'll start reading to pick up where he left off, and then
he won't follow along.

Social Science
Profession:

But that's just refusal.

Teacher
Mythology:

It's like I can't get in a groove with him to motor along
progressively. You get going a little bit, and then you fall off the
shelf and you have to start over again to get him interested.3
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Social Science
Profession:

Does his mom know?3

Teacher
Mythology:

Oh, yeah. She thinks we're doing a wonderful job.3

Social Science
Profession:

Why does she think that?3

Teacher
Mythology:

That's funny. I think because of some of the things that we do.
Instead of just reading from the book all of the time, I'll switch it
up and do a little Orton-Gillingham, then read from his driver’s
manual. We read from his driver's manual book on Fridays—like
Friday's a kind of free-reading day. I let him read what he wants.
Well, we still do it together, whether it's from the driver's manual,
or an article I found in the newspaper that he'd find interesting,
something that he brings in is fine. I have to okay it first, but
usually it's something along those lines. He's the same way with a
writing assignment, though. You think you got something that he
should enjoy writing about and he still doesn’t do it. That's how he
is, even working in the kitchen, you know, which he loves. He's
not—he doesn't act like he loves anything, even in the kitchen he
acts like he's mad about it.3

Social Science
Profession:

I would think that most parents think that we are trying to teach
their kids how to edit work and proofread and so forth, and teach
them some rules. I would think that most of them expect that.

Teacher
Mythology:

And you would think, what, we don't do very much of that?3

Social Science
Profession:

No, I think we do, but on the understanding if you listen to some of
the people, like Jonathan Mooney [author of Learning Outside the
Lines] the other night, for example. I bet you he would say, it's
really not important. Except the parents all come from the world
where it is important, for the most part. If I said someone's parents
are coming to see you today, what do you think?

Teacher
Mythology:

It depends on whose parents you say are coming. If you say
Julian’s parents are coming, I'd say, “Oh good—whatever I say is
going to make them happy.” But if you say, maybe, Kathy, her
parents, her mother, teaches special ed. They're always ready to
ask questions and suggest different ideas and it's not “Whatever
you're doing is fine.” So it's very different. And I've heard stories
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ot other parents. Some have even disagreed with each other when
I was talking to them, too.3 We were talking, what I was
mentioning before, and then the mother was like, “She should be
doing better on these quizzes—she should learn how to do this.”
She also made the point to me, when she was talking about Latin,
that she has just had it with learning disabilities: “I have had it
with learning disabilities. It's like half our family, myself and so
and so—the other kid—are fine, normal, and half our family, Don
and Jane are learning disabled, It’s like we're split down the
middle. I've had it with this. I'm just ready to be done with
learning disabilities. I can't wait till the end of the year.” 1
Social Science
Profession:

As if at the end of the year they're not there anymore.1

Teacher
Mythology:

Before parents' day I thought I was doing a miserable job, because
it didn't seem as if the two kids in this one class weren’t doing
anything. But both of them, Mr. Sands and Mr. Tooke, came to
me and said that for Jason and Evelyn: “This is the first time that
they've enjoyed a class, Jason really likes me as a person, this and
that, and you’re doing a wonderful job, blah, blah, blah.” And as
far as their writing, I don't know what the hell I taught them, but
the parents were extremely happy3.

Social Science
Profession-:

I mean, for them that's fine, but at this point, I don't think they've
really made any progress in their writing, other than for Evelyn
just writing longer pieces.3

Teacher
Mythology:

I don't know if there's anything you really can do. Because as a
teacher, you know that for parents' day you have to listen to what
this parent has to say, you know that come Monday, you are going
to do what were doing before the parents came. I think sometimes
there's a dichotomy between what we want and what parents want.
We like to see the kids just think more. We like to see their
intellectual curiosity grow. The parents want to see something
that's more concrete: “Will my kid be able to have a job and be
successful and make money?”3 But I don't think that they are two
different things—the reading skills and the ideas. They just kinda
bleed into one another at a certain point, and they're never separate,
because they are related. Because when you're in school, one of
the most powerful factors in being here. You don't feel good about
yourself if you don't do well in school. It seems like a funny
situation where it's hard to say why you're doing what you're
doing, it's hard to say whether kids are getting what you're doing,
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Social Science
Profession:
Teacher
Mythology:

it s hard to know when things went well, and yet people keep doing
it, right?3
So why do people keep doing it?3
They gave me candy and called me the light.28

Notes:
'interview data
Journal data
3Focus group data
4Researcher data
5 Heilman, 1991, p. 418
6Farhi, 1999, p. 157
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24Parker, M. C., 1998, p. 2
25Parker, M. C., 1998, p. 16
26McLaren, 1992, p. 319
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND DIRECTIONS FOR RESEACH
5.1 Discussion
The purpose of this study was to explore a single, central question: What is it
like to be an English teacher now? For the purpose of this study, I assumed that
“now meant in a situation that could tor many reasons be considered a postmodern
situation, and in the literature review and methodological sections of the study, I have
discussed the prominent ways in which the field of English education has both
articulated and reacted to postmodernism.
In the tradition of phenomenologically-based interviewing, data was collected
through an in-depth interview process (Seidman, 1998), through audiotaped sessions
with a discussion group made up of the individual participants and me, and through
participants’ use of journals. This data was supplemented or complemented by the
introduction of “data” from published sources; I treated passages from professional
journals, books and other sources as part of the whole corpus of data for the study. I
approached this question from a perspective that I have identified as postmodern and
used Gee’s (1999) concept of a Conversation among Discourses as a metaphor for re¬
presenting the experiences of the participants in the study.

In Chapter 4,1

constructed a Conversation between the Discourse of Teacher Mythology and the
Discourse of the Social Science Profession entirely from the data.
In this chapter, I discuss this study, its implications, and possible directions
for future research. In designing this study, I was cognizant of the concept of
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transferability as an alternative to generalizability and as it has been applied within
qualitative research (see Stake & Kerr, 1995; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Marshall &
Rossman, 1995). Marshall & Rossman (1995) explore the distinction between
generalizability and transferability by suggesting that with “transferability.. .the
burden of demonstrating the applicability of one set of findings to another context
rests more with the investigator who would make that transfer than with the original
investigator” (p. 143, emphasis added). Kvale (1995) similarly suggests that
4

“generalizability” within a qualitative research context is perhaps more the
responsibility of the reader than the researcher (p. 231-235).
Furthermore, in designing this study from within a broadly postmodern frame,
I have tried as the researcher to follow the advice of Stake & Kerr (1995) who suggest
that within a postmodern frame a researcher “seeks unrealized problems among
familiar settings” perhaps enabling “a regaining of a sense of awe about existence”
(1995, p. 60-61). From this perspective, the researcher “like the artist, is a provider of
images, a juxtapositor” (Stake & Kerr, 1995, p. 57).
Re-presenting the teachers’ voices in this study as two constructed, discursive
voices—the Discourse of the Social Science Profession and the Discourse of Teacher
Mythology—provides a re-presentation of the data in a way that I think highlights the
historical Conversation between these two Discourses. At the same time, that
representation risks missing the “postmodemness” of the situation in which teachers
exist insofar as the two voices can take on the appearance of modem, grand narratives
locked in a conflict with one another. I discussed briefly in Chapter 3 the discomfort
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I had with the binarism of the constructed Conversation as I have developed it. One
reason for my discomfort with that binarism is that it helps to create the impression of
a modem conflict: thesis and antithesis. In other words, reading the Conversation
that I constructed from the data in Chapter 4 can leave the impression that some
teachers take up the grand narrative of the Social Science Profession while others take
up the grand narrative of Teacher Mythology and that these two groups simply
disagree about some aspects of their profession. Furthermore, it might suggest that
asserting these positions was an uncomplicated act on the part of individuals. This
was not the case—and the raw data do not suggest this. This effect of the constructed
Conversation is an unfortunate and unintended (though anticipated) consequence of
my decision to represent the Conversation as a dialogue between two speakers—a
decision that I gave great consideration and which I would still make this way,
despite this consequence.

In making this decision, it was important for me to

remember that the purpose of the constructed Conversation is not to illustrate or argue
that the participants exist in a postmodern situation. For the purpose of the study, I
have assumed this to be the case and offered a lengthy discussion of that assumption
in the review of literature. Instead, the purpose of the Conversation is to offer a re¬
presentation of the experience of the participants in that is both accessible and offers
insight into the historical, discursive Conversation in English studies.
In my early attempts to develop a Conversation using multiple Discourses, as
was my initial inclination, it became clear that I was not able to construct the
Conversation in a way that would allow readers to gain a sense of each Discourse
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individually. In an early draft of the Conversation, for example, I had identified
Discourses such as: the Discourse of accountability, the Discourse of assessment, the
Discourse of psychology, and the Discourse of New England Puritanism among
others. Each of these Discourses provided a means for coding data—and the
Conversation that I began to construct in this way may have represented the data
more directly though less usefully than the Conversation that I offer in Chapter 4. For
example, it was sometimes easier to code sections of the data when using many (and
ever more) Discourses to do so. The resulting Conversation, however, was as
disjointed and hard-to-follow as the raw data would have been for a reader who had
not been involved in the study. While I was attracted to the “closeness” of this
approach to the actual data (and, perhaps, to the actual experience of the participants),
it was clear to me that a reader other than me would probably not bother to work
through the text and—even given a Herculean attempt to do so—would likely gain
nothing useful from the attempt.
In choosing the two, large, even overarching, Discourses that I ultimately
chose to represent the data in the Conversation, a second consideration was also
important. In an example about a favorite restaurant, Gee suggests that Discourses
might be as local as “opposite ends of the bar” (1995, p 23). Gee’s example points to
one of the difficulties that I encountered in developing a plan for the Conversation in
Chapter 4: how to choose among Discourses of different orders of magnitude. As I
worked on an early draft of the Conversation using multiple Discourses, it was often
difficult to decide whether to code something as “the Discourse of assessment” or
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“the Discourse of accountability” or, using a broader brush, “the Discourse of the
social science profession.” To greater and lesser degrees, many sections of the data
could be coded in multiple ways, and the overlap among Discourses made parsing
these out meaningfully impossible given a Conversation constructed using multiple
Discourses. Ultimately, in deciding to use just two, broad and somewhat inclusive (of
other Discourses with which I had experimented) Discourses, I chose clarity and
accessibility over closeness to the data. Again, my primary aim in representing the
data in a Conversation was to allow access to a historical Conversation between the
Discourses that seemed most clearly to prevail in that Conversation.
That said, it is important for me to reiterate that I have approached this study
from within a postmodern perspective and have asserted that the teacher-participants
in this study exist in a postmodern situation—at least in their professional lives. In
Chapter 1,1 briefly made the point that whether we English teachers like it or not or
know it or not, we are teaching in a postmodern classroom space, and I think it is
important to explore that assertion further, here. Echoing Robert Scholes’ (1998)
description of the state of English studies, Deborah Appleman (2000) makes a similar
point with secondary classrooms more specifically in mind:
In the past few decades, the relatively stable (some might even say staid) and
predictable practice of teaching literature has undergone changes from a
myriad of directions. At the prompting of scholars, practitioners, and perhaps
most important, the changing nature of our students, we have consider and
reconsidered the texts, contexts, and pedagogical approaches that constitute
the teaching of literature. Our canons are loose, our pedagogy is shifting, and
our profession seems to be challenging every assumption we have made about
the teaching of literature since 1920 (2000, p. 5).
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What Appleman is getting at here and what makes the present participants’ situations
postmodern—rather than simply an instance of modem angst—is the inclination to
“challeng[e] every assumption” as an assumption. What complicates this assertion
but in no way undermines it is the fact that most secondary English teachers do not
recognize the inclination to challenge assumptions (as assumptions) as a postmodern
move. In other words, the fact that teachers do not recognize, take up, and assert the
Discourse of postmodernism does not mean that their predicament cannot be usefully
understood as postmodern in its character. In fact, I would argue that if teachers
(perhaps like Appleman) were able to come to a conscious understanding of the
Discourse of postmodernism, the unease that they express might well be mitigated.
Ironically, taking up the postmodern Discourse as itself a grand narrative that
explains the world might save these teachers the anxiety that they presently express.
By refusing to assert the absolute authority or inevitability of either of two
Discourses that I chose to represent in the Conversation, the participants in this study
are reacting with postmodern skepticism. It is because these Discourses do not
function as grand narratives for these teachers that they experience the unease that I
have described. The teacher participants very seldom if ever asserted positions in an
authoritative way or in a manner that seemed to take for granted the assumptions of
either of these Discourses.
To some extent, this skepticism toward grand narratives tends to be pushed
into the background of the constructed Conversation in Chapter 4, but is ultimately
one of the central themes that I find there. I do not highlight comments that
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participants made directly about this skepticism, and in fact, teachers made few
comments that I would interpret as comments about their own skepticism.
Nevertheless, the skepticism about grand narratives that these teachers have appears
in the Conversation insofar as neither constructed voice is dismissive of the other.
Neither the Discourse of the Social Science Profession nor the Discourse of Teacher
Mythology seems particularly comfortable asserting its worldview as definitive or
beyond question. In other words, the Conversation is a genuine conversation with
some give and take and real rhetorical possibilities, not simply a volley of
predetermined and inevitable truisms. The raw data further confirms this: many
sections that appear in the constructed Conversation as exchanges between the two
Discourses were originally offered as single comments made by one participant.
Consider the following exchange, for example, about determining learning objectives:
Social Science
Profession:

Maybe in some cases there are skills that you can look for that
hopefully they have at the end of it, like writing class for example,
there are certain things that they should be able to do, right? And
how do you determine what those certain things are? What they
are? Beforehand or afterwards? How do you determine what they
are, or do you even determine ahead of time what they are, or do
you just have some sort of sense of what's happening? Would you
make them differently?

Teacher
Mythology:

That is the point, is there something or is it all just whatever they're
going to be expected to do along the next step, like Matt's trying to
help them get ready for college. Like we just look for the things
that we know they're going to need to do in college, and that's all
we concentrate on. And do we do that before we decide something
or afterwards to justify what we did? I can easily talk about I can
do anything in a class, and then go to parents day and be able to
say why it was perfect for every student. I have no trouble doing
that, none whatsoever. And I don't even think I'm lying. I can see
anything—I can do practically anything and then say it was really
important that “she did this, because she has to do this and that. ’
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This section was, in tact, a single, uninterrupted comment made by one teacherparticipant during a tocus group discussion. To me, this participant’s referencing of
both Discourses and their varying perspectives on lesson planning suggests his
skepticism of both Discourses as “grand narratives.” It is also good to remember that
the “grand narrative” is itself a product of postmodern thought—though not a fact of
postmodern life. My point here it that despite temptation to see the Discourse of the
Social Science Profession and the Discourse of Teacher Mythology as grand
narratives in the constructed Conversation, it is participants’ treatment of them as
open for question, challenge, and negotiation that is postmodern—and that makes
their portrayal as Discourses rather than grand narratives more appropriate in this
context.
I suggest that the postmodern situation in which these teachers exist permits or
requires them to approach these narratives as discursive rather than factual or as
objectively real. Tom Skrtic has characterized this situation as a “crisis in
professional knowledge” (1995a, p.569ff). Skrtic argues that
The idea that science produces subjective knowledge rather than objective
knowledge has profound implications for the professions. Given the special
relationship between society and the professions...the most obvious
implication is the question of the validity of professional knowledge, which in
turn raises serious questions about the claim that the professions know and do
what is best for their clients and society (1995a, p. 580).
It is this idea of the subjective nature of all knowledge or antifoundationalism that I
argue, in Chapter 1, has become a ubiquitous assumption (though perhaps not a
ubiquitous conviction) within professional English studies. Teachers might not
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articulate this directly, but they have come to consider their professional knowledge
from a skeptical, postmodern perspective. Following Skrtic’s (1995a) view of
Kuhnian scientific revolution, I would suggest that what exists at present for the
teacher-participants in this study is a “dual paradigmatic” state (Skrtic, 1995a, 584) of
transition between an objectivist view of the social sciences and a postmodern or
subjectivist view of the social sciences. In such a state, Skrtic suggests, “an older,
crisis-ridden paradigm and a new, emerging paradigm are vying for the dominance
that only one of them ultimately will achieve” (1995a, 584). It is that vying for
dominance that we see in the constructed Conversation.
In the remainder of this chapter, I offer several attempts to “transfer” the
“findings” of this study to various settings. First, I explore my own use of this study
in the site where it was conducted. In this section, my intention is to raise as many
new and interesting questions and “problems” as I can, rather than offering a series of
trite observations or general recommendations for the field of English studies. In the
following four sections, I relate attempts that others have made to transfer what they
have found in this study to their own settings. I do this both through description and
by using the actual words of those who have made these attempts. Finally, I offer
suggestions for future research based on my experience in conducting this study.
5.2 Implications
5.2.1 My Attempts at Transfer
In my professional life as the assistant headmaster at a Bishop’s Rise School,
my main concerns are these: hiring, training, and supporting the teaching faculty,
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providing professional development programs tor faculty, and overseeing the school’s
curriculum as a whole. In reading this study as the assistant headmaster, I am looking
not only to understand what it is like for these teachers but also to ask the questions
that will help good teachers (i.e., those that a particular school or community values)
remain in their profession. At Bishop’s Rise, in particular, we value teachers who
have the patience and sensitivity to work with our students, many of whom have had
disappointing or flatly damaging school experiences. We recognize the importance of
educational initiatives and goals that cannot be quantified through standardized
assessment and value teachers who are able to work cooperatively with students to
achieve personal, intellectual, and community-oriented goals. We believe that good
teachers help students to accomplish their own goals—as well as community goals—
that they would not otherwise have had the courage or resources to achieve.
In working to transfer the findings of this study to my own work, I have found
interesting the sense of unease that the teachers in the study express through the
constructed Conversation in Chapter 4. The sense that teachers are engaged in an
historical struggle between these two Discourses is overwhelming to me.
Immediately, I begin to see ways that school policy and my own predilections as a
school administrator contribute to and solidify allegiances in this historical struggle.
Recast in these terms, the uncertainty that these teachers express seems less a failure
on their parts, individually, and more a function of the state of that historical
Conversation.
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An excellent example of the ways in which practices at Bishop’s Rise both
issue from and (thereby) support and extend the Discourses represented in the
constructed Conversation is our use of standardized testing as a school. In our
discussion of standardized testing at an institutional level, we often downplay the
importance ot that testing and argue, sometimes with great passion, that standardized
testing is not a useful way of assessing students, teachers, or educational
programming. We often cite the impulse to standardization and the educational
culture that emphasizes it as damaging to individuals and unproductive for
communities. Above all else, we base our reputation and pride on responding to the
needs of individuals with individualized programming and great care. Much of this
discussion might be attributed to the Discourse of Teacher Mythology as enacted by
the teachers in this study. At the same time, careful consideration of other aspects of
our practice suggests that as an institution, we have been unwilling or unable to enact
this Discourse fully. To some extent, we continue to cling to standardized testing in
some ways: we require students to submit the results of standardized assessments for
admission—though we have established no definitive guidelines for what it should
(purport to) show. We often express the failure of standardized testing to adequately
represent the talents of our students, but at the same time, we agonize over our
students ACT and SAT scores—sometimes deferring to those scores as more reliable
than our own assessment of students with whom we work every day. Again, it is
instructive to understand this tension in terms of a historical Conversation among
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Discourses rather than as the failure of individuals to make and carry out consistent
policies.
|-

In working through and reviewing the outcomes of this study, I continue to be
struck most by the extent to which the experience of teaching English is a personal—
maybe even intimate—and emotional experience for teachers. It is difficult for me to
imagine that other professionals experience this depth of emotional attachment to
their work and to those with whom they work. The extent to which the Discourse of
Teacher Mythology provides the narrative to which teachers make reference when
making sense of their experience is remarkable. Repeatedly, the Discourse of
Teacher Mythology asserts itself in this Conversation, highlighting over and over
again the emotional connections between teachers and students and texts that seem to
be so important in this groups’ experience. It is Miss Key’s (one of the participant’s
middle school teachers) idea of “walking] with a purpose” that seems to draw
teachers to their profession. The idea that there is something important, noble, and
unique in being an English teacher seemed to appeal to nearly every participant in the
study. Teachers in the study really appeared to form their expectations about their
profession based on the narrative provided by the Discourse of Teacher Mythology.
Conversely, when teachers begin to ask questions about their own practice, it
is the Discourse of the Social Science Profession that asserts itself, looking for
“measurable gains” and talking about “learning objectives and outcomes.” It is the
Discourse of the Social Science Profession that authorizes the current national trend
%

toward accountability and standardized assessments that purport to measure progress
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toward high standards. The Discourse of the Social Science Profession provides a
narrative that explains teaching as “informed decision-making,” and this position is
asserted repeatedly in the Conversation as well. In some ways, it may be the
postmodern milieu in education, created in large part by English studies, that allows
for the present focus on accountability and standardization as a backlash against the
discomfort of postmodern uncertainty.
Transferring the outcomes of this study to Bishop’s Rise, I am inclined to look
for ways that we can authorize, endorse, and support the enactment of the Discourse
of Teacher Mythology at an institutional level. One area that seems particularly
promising for this sort of change is teachers’ professional development.
Traditionally, we have spent the bulk of our professional development budget and
energy training teachers to use systematic and/or proprietary approaches to reading
and mathematics. This approach suggests (enacting the Discourse of the Social
Science Profession, I think) that students and their measurable educational outcomes
are most important—and that teachers’ needs are secondary, if even that. We have
done very little professional development that addresses the needs of teachers beyond
their learning of instructional techniques and subject area knowledge. In fact, we
have done very little as an institution to determine what needs teachers have beyond
classroom instructional techniques.
This study suggests that in enacting the Discourse of Teacher Mythology,
teachers need to feel that they have had a profound impact on the lives of students—
certainly an impact including but going beyond instruction in a given subject matter.
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That they hope to be remembered, in one participant’s words, as the “Miss Keys” of
their own students. Often, they need to feel that something in their personal lives
supports their choice ot texts and that they are passing on personal wisdom to
students in their classrooms. They need to teel that they have inspired a love for their
subject matter in their students.
It seems to me that there are a number institutional opportunities for
responding to these needs. For example, greater attention and weight could be given
to personal qualities when developing course schedules for students and teachers.
While we consider this now, it is clearly a concern that is subordinated to our notion
of students’ skill development. At the level of curriculum development, I think this
study suggests that traditional national literature survey classes need to be
reconsidered. We need to be open to the notion that a given class might determine its
own priorities for reading, outside the confines of traditional surveys.
One step that we have already taken at Bishop’s Rise in response to this study
was to spend a day as a teaching community (including both faculty and staff) with
Linda Lantieri who helped us to begin to explore the spiritual life of the school.
Similarly, we’ve rethought the faculty book club activities to include books like
Tompkins’ A Life in School (1996). Lantieri’s Schools with Spirit (2001), and hooks’
Teaching to Transgress (1994) that address aspects of teaching practice beyond
instructional technique.
As the assistant headmaster at Bishop’s Rise, it seems clear to me that many
of the concerns and interests of both the Discourse of the Social Science Profession
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and the Discourse of Teacher Mythology are legitimate and should find a place in
formal schooling. What is most interesting to me is that support for teachers within
our school and at the level ot commercially available protessional development seems
designed only to address those concerns voiced by the enactment of the Discourse of
the Social Science Profession. There seems little built into the structure of our school
program or available in the literature of English studies, for example, that would
assist a teacher in examining or developing those concerns voiced by the Discourse of
Teacher Mythology.
To my mind, many questions arise out of this disparity—and these questions
are really the outcomes of this study: Why does fonnal schooling rely so heavily on
the Discourse of Teacher Mythology for recruitment and for an image of the
profession and then marginalize that Discourse once teachers have entered the
profession? What aspects of English education tend to get ignored because we
marginalize the Discourse of Teacher Mythology? How might a school’s
professional development program address the needs of teachers based on their
enactments of the Discourse of Teacher Mythology? Are there ways in which we can
organize our schools so that these two Discourses can align themselves together more
often than they find themselves opposed or divergent? Are there ways in which it
would be helpful to expose the historical Conversation between the Discourse of
Teacher Mythology and the Discourse of the Social Science Profession? In what
ways does the Discourse of Teacher Mythology make it difficult to feel successful as
an English teacher? In what ways can the Discourse of the Social Science Profession

174

provide guidance or a model for assessing and directing curriculum development? At
what point and to what extent is it important to consider the curriculum concerns
raised by the Discourse of Teacher Mythology? How do teachers develop credibility
within these Discourses? When others (students, parents, boards of trustees, school
boards) examine the effectiveness of teachers, what aspects of these Discourses are
enacted? Are there additional Discourses that deserve consideration in examining
this historical Conversation? What Discourses are subsumed under the Discourse of
Teacher Mythology and the Discourse of the Social Science Profession? What
Discourses do school administrators enact as they examine and direct school
programs? To what extent are these enactments different than those that teachers
often make? What Discourses do students enact as they make their way through
formal schooling? How do these Discourses enter the historical Conversation
between the Discourse of Teacher Mythology and the Discourse of the Social Science
Profession? What overarching Discourses are enacted when teachers rely so heavily
for self-assessment on the Discourse of the Social Science Profession despite their
obvious satisfaction with narratives available through the Discourse of Teacher
Mythology?
Some of these questions indicate the need for further research. For example,
the present study provides very little data that would be useful in constructing
students’ experiences or discussing which Discourses “students enact as they make
their way through formal schooling.” Other questions, however, might be useful in
imagining and constructing other “takes” on the experience of teachers that was the
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focus of the study. For example, where I have chosen to imagine a Conversation
between two Discourses—the Discourse of Teacher Mythology and the Discourse of
the Social Science Protession—it would be possible to construct that Conversation
using additional or different Discourses. One prominent alternative Discourse that
was enacted repeatedly by participants was the Discourse of Rugged Individualism.
The importance of self-reliance and personal responsibility that might characterize
such a Discourse was a theme enacted repeatedly by some of the participants as they
constructed their stories of teaching. To some extent, the enactments of the Discourse
of Rugged Individualism were subsumed by the Discourse of Teacher Mythology:
both Discourses provide cultural models for the rebel teacher who, despite all odds,
rails against a corrupt system. At the same time, the sense of “pulling oneself up by
the bootstraps” and of the “frontier spirit” that are central to American individualism
tend to be diluted or lost when represented only by the Discourse of Teacher
Mythology. Pursuing “which Discourses are subsumed” under the two Conversant
Discourses might be a useful way of further developing the outcomes of this study.
As a researcher, what is so interesting to me about this is how intertwined and
overlapping some of the elements of these two (seemingly mutually exclusive)
Discourses were. In working with these Discourses as they were enacted by the
participants in the study, it was fairly simple to identify the thread of the various
narratives (or cultural models) that each developed for teachers. In constructing the
Conversation, it was much more difficult to parse out the words of each personified
«

Discourse. For example, both the Discourse of Teacher Mythology and the Discourse
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of the Social Science Profession provide narratives that highlight the importance of
caring for students. What differentiates the enactments of these two Discourses is the
manner in which that caring is expected to be demonstrated. Within the Discourse of
Teacher Mythology, caring is demonstrated on a personal level between two people—
a teacher and a student. The Discourse of the Social Science Profession provides for
the articulation of caring in terms of providing quality service to students. The sense
here is much more that of the traditional doctor-patient relationship than in the
mentor-mentee relationship aspired to by the Discourse of Teacher Mythology. The
Discourse of Teacher Mythology underwrites one teacher’s hope that his students will
develop a life-long love of reading while a teacher who is concerned that students
learn to type effectively (because it will be helpful in college) enacts the Discourse of
the Social Science Profession.
5.2.2 Participants’ Attempts to Transfer
In this section, I offer two reactions of two teacher participants in the study.
Both teachers participated in the study from its beginning and after reviewing the
completed Conversation in Chapter 4, offered these reflections and attempts to
transfer what they read and experienced into their own classroom settings. These
reactions can be helpful, I think, to other teachers looking for ways to transfer what
they find in the constructed Conversation to their own classrooms. I offer my own
commentary on these responses (double-spaced text interspersed with the quoted,
block text).
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5.2.2.1 Mr. Skoran’s Response
It was extremely interesting to read the text. Typically, when a teacher is
provided with a text addressing some aspect of education, the material falls
into one of two categories. The first category is one that is based on a very
scientific and clinical approach, an empirical foundation of statistical data, and
an overall sense ot non-applicability. The second category is based upon the
more “touchy-feely” element of teaching—the anecdotal descriptions of
teacher as “savior.”
It is interesting to see here how quickly Mr. Skoran has identified central traits
of the two Discourses that were personified in the narrative—and also how quickly he
seems to have (perhaps inadvertently) privileged the Discourse of the Social Science
Profession over the Discourse of Teacher Mythology by referring to the Discourse of
Teacher Mythology as “touchy-feely.” He is also critical of the Discourse of the
Social Science Profession here—suggesting that it has an “overall sense of non¬
applicability.” Most interesting to me in this appraisal of the two Discourses is that
there seems little satisfaction to be found in either—and also no alternative offered or
enacted here. Mr. Skoran continues:
However, this text established a firm middle-ground upon which the
discussion is not weighed down by numerical representations of student
progress—nor is it so weightless as to be transient and inconsequential. The
text indirectly encourages teachers, regardless of their school setting, to reflect
upon their decision-making process and to identify patterns, or at the very
least, to develop an understanding regarding the reasons for choices that are
made. This is beneficial to teachers who appreciate pertinent information
about teaching (not numbers!), as well as anecdotal details that represent
something more relevant than mere, empty “flights of fancy.”
I think the article is useful because it reveals that a teacher’s decision-making
process is informed and affected by past experiences, both personal and
academic. When a future teacher is enrolled in education classes, rarely is he
or she given the opportunity to examine their past in such a meaningful and
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structured way this text allows for that, as it addresses the common and most
popular perceptions regarding teaching in an informal manner, without losing
the sense of structure of a formal analysis.
What Mr. Skoran seems to have taken from the narrative that is useful to him
is a recommendation that teachers practice active reflection on their practice—a
recommendation that I did not see as central to the narrative or even present in a
direct form. I would also likely code a recommendation like that as an enactment of
the Discourse of the Social Science Profession. It seems rooted in the conception of
teaching as a self-conscious professional activity rather than relating directly to the
cultural models of teacher that the Discourse of Teacher Mythology constructs. In the
remainder of his response, Mr. Skoran seems to be enacting the Discourse of the
Social Science Profession primarily as he recounts a recent reflection on his own
practice. There is a sense here that he is looking for a legitimate means of justifying
his “decision-making process”—clearly an activity that seems rooted in the Discourse
of the Social Science Profession:
Recently, I was faced with a choice addressed throughout the text: “What do I
do with my literature class now?” I am currently teaching a British Literature
course and had to decide whether to follow the “traditional” canon, adhering
to the chronological survey of Anglo-Saxon into Medieval literature (The
Canterbury Tales) or if I should use a text that I had been wanting to since the
start of the year (George Orwell’s Down and Out in Paris and London). I
thought about the advantages and disadvantages of each text—I, personally,
did not remember reading The Canterbury Tales when I was in high school. I
actively tried to recall if I had—I reflected upon it seriously. I did not read the
text while in high school. Did I miss out on something as a teenager? Why
didn’t I read it at that time? Was I deprived of the experience? During my
reflection, I remembered one instance during which my friends (again,
teenagers at the time) were discussing one of the tales. As a teacher, reflecting
on this, I thought, “See, he read it! I should use it!!!” However, something did
not feel right in using it.
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So, I asked myself a series of questions: “Why do you really want to use it?”
“What do you want the students to learn from it?” “What’s the point?” As the
students in this class have indicated a higher social awareness, I had been
convinced that I wanted to explore literature that addressed large social
themes. The Canterbury Tales does, I suppose—address social structure,
religious hypocrisy, gender discrimination, poverty. Most importantly, the
issue of poverty had been something that was addressed at different points of
the course with this group of students. It was an issue that other teachers had
been exploring, as well. This was the thing that I really wanted to address.
Then, one morning, I was exploring the Internet and found the entire text of
George Orwell’s Down and Out in Paris and London. As an introduction to
the first chapter, Orwell alluded to Chaucer’s statement regarding poverty: “O
scathful harm, condition of poverte!” I thought to myself, “This must be more
than coincidence. The amorphous idea that I had been prodding in my mind
since the beginning of the year, at once, seemed to crystallize. I decided, then
and there, to use Orwell’s text instead. I explained this decision-making
process to my students later that day. Some of them were interested—others,
were not. However, the decision was made.
The reason I have explained this situation is because, I think, it shows the way
in which the text has influenced me. I reflected on personal experience, asked
pertinent questions, made a decision—and feel justified in doing so.
5.2.2.2 Ms. Sharley’s Response
Ms. Sharley’s response to the narrative is quite different than Mr. Skoran’s.
In her response, Ms. Sharley’s enacts the Discourse of Teacher Mythology
throughout, almost as an oppositional alternative to the Discourse of the Social
Science Profession that she seems to reject. For example, Ms. Sharley quickly offers
the disclaimer that teachers don’t “think about what we do as ‘Teacher Mythology’
vs. ‘Social Science Profession’” and suggests that “anyone can analyze it afterward
for whatever value it can give them.” This seems an enactment of the Discourse of
Teacher Mythology as it rejects the usefulness (or in Mr. Skoran’s words, the non¬
applicability”) of social science research as a means of examining teaching practice.
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Reading the “conversation” section of this study, the thing that struck me most
was the exposure I was getting to the minds, the inner lives, of other teachers.
Teachers all come to their craft in different ways, for different reasons, and
these reasons probably contribute a great deal to their methodologies. I had
never really thought about that before.
I really don’t think that most of us think about what we do as “Teacher
Mythology” vs. “Social Science Profession.” I think we do what we do, and
anyone can analyze it afterward for whatever value it can give them. There’s
just too much to do in a day to worry too much about why we’re doing it a
certain way, although, when I had time (my participation in this study began
before my own foray into graduate school began), it was a lot of fun to think
and talk about these ideas with other teachers.
The very fact that I have been exposed to different teachers’ perspectives
opens my own mind to the possibilities of well, say I don’t agree with the way
another teacher’s doing something, or see something I consider inefficient or
unresponsive. For example, on page 89, during the discussion of the teachers
liking school, the voice of the teacher who didn’t like school at all was
interesting to me: “I did what I had to do because I had to do it.. .but I
definitely didn’t enjoy [school] and sometimes hated it.” It didn’t really occur
to me that someone who has chosen teaching as a career could have hated
their own time in school. I mean, are there other professions where this is
possible? You hate playing basketball in gym class, but become a
professional basketball player? You hate spending time in doctors’ offices but
become a doctor. I guess that happens. There are stories about kids who had
to spend a lot of time in the hospital when they were young becoming doctors
in order to prevent that pain in others. Is that why these teachers who hate
school are here? I hope so. I would hate to think that it’s just because they
had nowhere else to go. The idea of teachers being those who “couldn’t do”
haunts the profession. Myself, I hate this idea. I think teaching is a unique
skill, a talent, an art form. It’s not something I do because I couldn’t hack it
somewhere else. Though that may be the reason that I ended up here at first.
Reading others’ stories about how they became teachers....it seems no one
decided as a youth that they were going to teach high school. I remember
wanting to be a teacher but shot for college professor at first—more prestige,
more money—and I’m not sure I wouldn’t still like to do that at some point.
In the next section of her response, Ms. Shariey is again critical of the
Discourse of the Social Science Profession when it allows teachers to be thought of as
automatons or “factory workers” who produce “high test scores” and hopes that the
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narrative might help to dispel this conception of teachers:
For others, I think that even more than the reasons I have just rehearsed, this
kind ot text should be read to get a better picture of teachers in general.
School boards, taxpayers, whatever—people with a certain idea about who
teachers are and what their job is should read this. Too many politicians seem
to want to relegate teachers to some sort of factory-worker status. Our
product is high test scores, and if we’re not producing, we’ll be replaced.
That’s a scarily popular sentiment right now, and I think a text like this is
incredibly important to belie that sort of attitude. I’ve personally noticed, for
example, that in teaching philosophy it’s a lot easier for the kids to follow and
comprehend Plato’s dialogues than Aristotle’s lecture notes. It’s easier
reading, and a human conversational voice is easier to identify with. This
particular text would go miles to illustrate the noble motivation and real
difficulties teachers have with stupid particulars like “Can I teach Grendel in
British Literature?” Not that they even let you really have that choice in
public school. Maybe others who read this could see that teachers can be
trusted with those decisions.. .or at least we can see that for ourselves. It’s a
problem much like one that some of our kids have with their parents; they
won’t act maturely until you treat them like they are mature—or, as long as
you expect them to disappoint you, they will. Ultimately, the more respect
teachers are given, the more they will rise to the level of expectations—and
the more valuable people will choose the profession. Who wants to become a
teacher when our culture considers the majority of teachers to be
incompetent? The teachers and school districts that get the most play in the
news are those that make gross mistakes in judgment. There was just a story
on NPR this weekend about an honor student who was almost expelled for
possessing drugs after she had picked a baggie up off the floor. The school
had a “zero-tolerance” policy and wanted to make an example of the honor
student: “See? We’re not biased.” The tendency of rigidity in teachers and
administrators really frightens me. The importance of this document or others
like it, especially the conversation itself, is to stave off that inclination. The
problem is, how do we get the masses to read someone’s doctoral
dissertation?
5.2.3 An Attempt to Transfer by a Public School Administrator
This response was provided by the vice principal at a large regional high
school in the geographical school district adjacent to that in which Bishop’s Rise is
located. This vice principal’s primary professional responsibility is to address the
disciplinary needs of the high school in which he works. To do this effectively, he
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feels that an understanding of the experience of the teachers with whom he works is
essential.
I have reviewed the data that you provided to me from your research. Subject
comments provide in-depth insights into issues of substance for teachers of
English. The transferability of the data to a public school environment is clear
to me. I appreciate the opportunity to share my perceptions on how your
subjects’ experiences could be used by public school administrators.
As assistant principal in a public school, I have a variety of responsibilities. I
will share my reactions to your research data from three separate perspectives:
as the mentor coordinator for the school district; as a member of the district
Professional Development and Curriculum Steering Committee; and as the
high school assistant principal. I find that the data that you present from your
research has implications in each of these venues.
Public schools are required to provide a mentoring program for all new
teachers. Our school district provides mentoring to teachers new to the
profession and to teachers new to the school district. The acclimation of new
teachers to a new school environment is critical to their success. The
experience of English teachers presented in your work helps me to better
understand the internal, personal struggles of teachers. The doubt brought on
about your own competence and your inner selfish motivation to be a teacher
are contrasted with the responsibility an individual feels for guiding and
shaping his or her students. I have long believed that many of the rewards
from teaching are intrinsic but the struggle that your research points out has
clear implications about why teachers are leaving the profession at an
alarming rate. It is clearly not about the money or compensation; although
those are necessities, they are not the primary struggle of the teacher. If a
teacher fails to find the interaction with his or her students to be rewarding
along with the joy that comes with the realization of student learning, then
despair and frustration are imminent. In the quotation below, one can begin to
appreciate the intrinsic reward that comes from the interaction between
student and teacher.
“I love to be surprised by the kids. I love when they just
come up with these really perceptive, insightful,
intelligent things to say. It makes me—it gives me
hope.”
As the mentor coordinator, it is critical to assure that proper training is
provided to mentors to enable them to support new teachers and to appreciate
the experiences of new teachers. We know that mentor teachers grow with the

experience of mentoring. It is important that on-going training be provided to
them to help each mentor identify with the research data highlighting the
experiences, perceptions and feelings of teachers. It is critically important
that the mentor relate to not only their memories about their early teaching
experience, but to be able to solicit key information from the fledging teacher
to understand their experience. I find that the data that you present helps the
reader to understand the importance of this perception. The mentor must be
acutely aware of the perceptions of the new teacher to properly guide and
support that individual’s personal development in his or her role. Without the
proper understanding of the individual’s needs, the success of the mentor’s
efforts will be compromised. I believe that your research supports these
conclusions and is particularly applicable in this matter.
In my role as a member of the district Professional Development and
Curriculum Steering Committee, I am responsible for review the curriculum
cycles and for participating in the design of a professional development
program that best meets the needs of teachers. From the research data,
curriculum is subject to the influence and interpretation of the individual
teacher. The data supports the individual nature of curriculum development
and, at times, the subjectivity of the use of certain specific curricular
materials. The teacher must appreciate and find a passion for what they teach.
The question for me in this role is clear, how do I provide professional
development opportunities that help teachers to reflect on their practice while
they implement a curriculum that is both exciting to them and, in turn,
exciting and beneficial to their students? Despite legislators’ belief that
boards of education can impose successful curricula that teachers will blindly
accept and follow, most of us know that teachers will teach what they believe
is necessary and appropriate to their students. Curriculum development, as I
understand it, was meant to be developed closest to the learner taking
individuality into consideration. Your data supports the struggles teachers go
through trying to find the most appropriate materials to use and to address the
most important issues even though parents, teachers, and board of education
may not always agree. The teacher must analyze and decide what the needs of
his or her students are and follow a curriculum that best meets those needs.
My committee is responsible for provide training that supports the reflection
on and the development of the skills necessary for these tasks. The data
presented in your study helps to underscore and illuminate the need to provide
teachers with skills that support their ability to deal with these obstacles they
will encounter in their practice. Teaching is not an automated act, it requires
thought and reflection and an appreciation for the craft. This research
supports these inferences.
Finally, as an assistant principal, I am responsible to evaluate teaching. I
monitor the scope and sequence of courses and the pace at which teachers
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teach. I evaluate the success or failure of teachers based on their delivery of
the prescribed curriculum. I am expected to be sure that students receive
instruction in the matters considered to be the appropriate curriculum. The
data presented raises question about the effectiveness and the practicality of
these premises. If I consider the pace and delivery of the prescribed
curriculum, then can I be concerned about the individual struggle of each
teacher and the learning of each student. Am I able to validate and allow for
individual variation in the curricula? I believe that the data and the
experiences of teachers presented bring this into question. I believe that
individuality is important and that curricula must be modified to best suit the
learner and to assure us that all students learn well. I believe that your data
confirms my assumptions as demonstrated by the experiences of the
individuals studied. It enables me to conclude that some of the questions that
teachers present as part of their struggle to understand their craft and to
understand their students is the same dilemma that I face as I consider the
implications in my practice as a school administrator. Looking from the role
as assistant principal, I am perplexed as to how I go about reconciling my
perceived responsibilities and the reality of teachers’ experiences. This matter
provokes my reflection on my role as a public school administrator which
validates the usefulness of your research and the applicability of this research
data to the public school setting.
5.3 Directions for Future Research
5.3.1 Teachers’ Experience as the Subject of Research
Perhaps by enacting the Discourse of Teacher Mythology, future educational
research could focus on the experience of teachers more fully than it has. Educational
research has focused, overwhelmingly, on outcomes for students in terms of skill
development and knowledge acquisition—and indeed this is important work. This
research often purports to offer advice (or worse, mandates) to teachers about
instructional “best practices” but often fails to consider the many aspects of schooling
that cannot be measured by standardized testing and are often not the focus of
curriculum planning: the reproduction or production of cultural practices, attitudes,
and personal traits, for example. What has often been ignored in educational research
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is the experience of actual students, and even less often seriously considered, the
experience of teachers. The Discourse of Teacher Mythology asserts that the
teacher’s experience, fulfillment, and development over time are important aspects of
an educational system.

As Sonia Nieto points out, in her book The Light in Their

Eyes, “The connection between those moments when we see the light in the eyes of
students and the lives of teachers is a crucial one. If it were not for these moments,
few of us would remain in teaching” (1999, p. xx). A fuller understanding of that
experience—what creates it, what hinders it, how it is used to attract teachers, and
how it is used to deny teachers professional dignity at times (among a thousand other
questions)—is what is necessary if we are to create schools in which both students
and teachers can thrive.
Initial forays into this area might simply hope to present the experience of
teachers and students in a manner that is accessible to the many constituencies or
stakeholders: students, parents, teachers, school administrators, policy makers,
researchers, and schools of education to name a few. It is important to stress that
research in these areas be offered in a format that is both compelling and accessible
for audiences beyond university researchers—as I hope the experimental narrative in
this study can be. Expanding on studies of students and teachers, further research,
especially action research, might be attempted at the building or district levels and
include not only students and teachers but also parents, other taxpayers, boards of
education, etc. in the hope that ongoing, community-based research might help
*

schools reflect the values and respond to the real needs of their communities.
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5.3.2 New Modes of Re-presentation
It is my hope that the “imagined Conversation” that is the core of this study
can provide at least a tentative step in a postmodern direction, conceptually,
methodologically, and aesthetically, that will allow researchers to conceive of and
attempt new modes of “re-presentation.” New modes of re-presentation, in turn, can
generate ever new and more challenging questions about everything of interest to us.
Both conceptually and methodologically as I have used it here, Gee’s (1999)
notion of a historical Conversation among Discourses seems to me to be a concept
with tremendous possibility for postmodern research. The metaphor of a
Conversation among Discourses happening across history fits well, epistemologically,
with the assumptions of postmodernism. Postmodernism’s attempt to identify and
challenge grand narratives, exposing them as human narratives seems at least
analogous if not identical with the notion of a reality that is discursively constructed
and maintained. Exploring various historical “Conversations” has the potential to
reorient qualitative research in a way that can foreground ideological concerns and
bring to light the experience of Others and Otherness.
As a method, the concept of Conversations among Discourses encourages a
researcher to understand the local and particular acts and artifacts in her research
setting as instances of instantiation of larger discursive structures rather than as the
idiosyncratic acts of individuals. The connection between actual, individual acts and
utterances and the Discourses of which they are instantiations should be explored as
*

an alternative to the concepts of generalizability and transferability.
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Aesthetically, I hope that the constructed “Conversation” that I developed in
Chapter 4 can provide a model of the possibilities that exist for re-presenting the
products of qualitative research. Despite the difficulties that I faced in developing
that Conversation and the limitations of my implementation of the idea, I think that
there are benefits to taking a lesson from artistic modes of re-presentation when
working within the qualitative paradigm.
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